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11. Bega	  Park	  
 Local	  history,	  located	  memory	  
Despite the majority of this story taking place in the Snowy Mountains, the political heart of it 
plays out on the far south coast of NSW, the area within which most Ngarigo descendants live 
today. Much of this region falls within the boundaries of the Bega Valley Shire, a district with a 
history of painful race relations, the fractures of which still show in the fabric of Bega town.  
 
This fault line travels directly through the life of Deanna’s much loved cousin and fellow 
Ngarigo elder Margaret Dixon. Aunty Margaret was for many years at the centre of the human 
rights struggle in Bega, as both a community member and, in 1967 along with the Anglican Rev 
Frank Woodwell, as founder of the Bega Valley Aboriginal Advancement Association. Her 
participation in the front line of the fight for rights was prompted by her inability to find a 
landlord willing to rent her and her family a house in the area. The campaign she and Woodwell 
mounted succeeded in securing some housing in the town but not without the locals instigating a 
counter protest, most offensively by erecting a sign on the street designated for the housing 
project that read ‘Coon Avenue’ in 1967.324 Aunty Margaret told ABC Radio in 2005: 
Coon Avenue. So you can imagine what they thought. I suppose they think we’re not 
supposed to have anything. Why did they put up Coon Avenue? It was just racist. It 
didn’t make me feel good. A bit scared, as well. Don’t know why people would put 
things out like that. You never know what they’ll do. I was only living on my traditional 
lands.325 
 
Thirty years later the Bega Valley Shire Council was still resisting change, voting three times 
between 1997 and 1998 against the endorsement of an expression of regret at the forced removal 
of Aboriginal children from their families. Forced or coerced separations of children were a 
                                                
324 For a detailed account of the struggle see McKenna (2002): chapter 9 
325 Hindsight, ABC Radio National, 13 March 2005 
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common occurrence in the area during the 20th century, including in Margaret Dixon’s family 
where her younger brother and sister were taken. Unable to support a public apology, the 
Council was sacked by the NSW State Government in 1999, partly for being “out of step with 
the majority of local and state governments” of the time.326 The first act of the State appointed 
Administrator was to adopt the previously rejected motion of “sorrow and regret.”327 It was 
Aunty Margaret’s powerful testimony to a public meeting, where she described the ‘very hurting 
thing’ her family had been subjected to, which provided one of the turning points in the sacking 
of the Councillors. 
 
These days the Council’s reconciliation agenda is on very public display in the Aboriginal art 
installation mounted in the garden beds outside the Council Chambers in Zingel Place. The so-
called ‘totem poles’, a reference – unconscious or not – to the iconic pukumani funerary poles of 
the Tiwi Islands, were created by a team which included two of Margaret’s children to celebrate 
the inaugural 2001 Memo of Understanding between the Bega Valley Shire Council and the 
three Aboriginal communities of the Bega Valley. The MOU, believed to be the first agreement 
of its kind in Australia, acknowledges past injustices and racism as well as recognising 
Aboriginal people as the original inhabitants and custodians of the Bega Valley Shire.  
 
Despite the goodwill of the current Council, the legacy of the past is still apparent in the 
occupation of social spaces within the town, as I discovered during my field work when Deanna 
and I visited Bega to interview Aunty Margaret. Margaret’s father was from one of the old 
Delegate Reserve families that were moved on by the authorities in the 1920s. As many of the 
mountain people did, he married a woman from the coast and settled first in Nowra and then in 
Bega. Despite living most of his adult life on the coast, he remained a loyal mountain man all his 
life, identifying as Ngarigo and teaching his children their mountain heritage. So, as on many 
other occasions during this research, Deanna and I headed for the coast to talk about the 
mountains.  
*** 
                                                
326 McKenna (2002):215 
327 Ibid 
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I had been visiting Bega regularly over the three years of this project and had come to know the 
townscape of grid laid streets, public buildings and coffee shops quite well, but under Deanna’s 
commentary on this particular morning, an Aboriginal Bega began to emerge – an alternative 
geography of zones of relationship, avoidance and reflection.328  
 
Although we had phoned ahead the day before, Aunty Margaret was not at home. Deanna 
however spotted a friend on the street who directed us to the park where she would apparently be 
arriving shortly. The park is a square of grass that stretches between the Woolworths carpark and 
the Council Chamber buildings at the back of the main street, ringed by footpaths and decorated 
with a collection of metal rubbish bins, all-in-one picnic table and chair sets and a memorial rock 
with brass plaque. Surrounded on three sides by carpark or road and on one side by shops, 
everyone coming or going can be seen for some distance. 
 
By the time we arrived mid-morning, several groups of Kooris were dotted between the steps, 
the picnic tables and a couple of sunny spots on the grass. Deanna instructed me to drive round 
the block on reconnaissance before indicating a suitably distant carpark from where she could 
see but not be seen. Watching the groups form and re-form from the car, she offered notes on 
each of the distant relatives, acquaintances, spouses and enemies that milled on the grass. As she 
watched the people in the park, I watched the people at the periphery returning to their cars from 
Woolworths or crossing the carpark from the Council Chambers on the other side. While the 
Kooris enjoyed a morning of socialising in the sun, meeting friends, passing on messages, 
repeating gossip, the non-Aboriginal townsfolk walked out of their way to avoid the space. 
Although at other times I had seen people stop here to eat a pie from the hot bread shop or fish 
and chips from the chippy across the main road, this morning they averted their gaze and 
circumnavigated the grass, sometimes going out of their way to do so. Eventually Deanna 
recognised one of the women and wandered over to join the group. A few minutes later she 
called me over for introductions. The young women were some of Margaret’s relatives and they 
could not only give us an update on her health, they could tell us that she had decided to break 
her routine today and by-pass the park for the RSL club.  
                                                
328 Gillian Cowlishaw conducted an extensive anthropological study into Aboriginal people’s complex relationships to 
urban spaces in Cowlishaw (2009) 
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We drove the two blocks to the club and found Aunty Margaret, arranging to drop by later with 
the recording gear to tape an interview. Finding ourselves with a couple of hours to fill, Deanna 
and I headed for the river to unpack our thermos and sandwiches. Seated on one of the new 
benches overlooking the restored wetlands, Deanna gave me a memory tour of the old camp site 
which the benches now faced. “That’s where old Aunty Ruby had her house. It only had a dirt 
floor but she kept it spotless. She used to wear bright red lipstick”, and so on across the site. 
Where there were now tasteful bike paths and re-vegetated bird habitat, Deanna saw her younger 
self surrounded by a community of friends and relatives camped in the shanty town along the 
river bank.  
 
We returned to the club to do the interview with Aunty Margaret. Deanna and Margaret are well 
rehearsed in this conversation, with the Delegate Reserve one of their favourite sites of 
reminiscence, even though neither of them ever lived there. Aunty Margaret moves between 
telling some well worn stories for the tape and telling Deanna the latest hot gossip from the 
community.  
 
Later in the day, after the recording was finished, I dropped Aunty Margaret at home and Deanna 
at her daughter’s house, returning to the town to visit the Bega Pioneers’ Museum. Run by the 
local historical society, the museum is housed in an 1859 hotel, with bedrooms, kitchen, foyer 
and stables still intact. The massive collection of artefacts covers every aspect of Bega’s early 
history including local industry, agriculture, clothing, military connections and household 
effects. The museum had its origins in the historical society formed in 1952 with the Catholic 
nun Sister Bernice Smith at its centre. I chatted to the volunteer staff about the research 
assistance they offer to family historians with Bega pioneer connections and spent several hours 
moving through the exhibition rooms, overwhelmed by the mountain of objects on display. The 
single reference to an Aboriginal past was a glass box of boomerangs and nulla nullas that had 
been collected by a local man while on holiday in Queensland sometime during the 1940s.  
 
It was not until my return to Canberra that I reflected on the meaning of the boundaries between 
the seemingly heterogeneous zones of the park, the river bank and the museum and the way the 
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occupation of these spaces articulates a deeply ingrained division within the town. I consulted an 
archaeologist colleague who has worked for many decades with Aboriginal communities, 
including in this region, primarily to gauge her response to the re-vegetation of the river wetlands 
and the impact these renovations have had on the 20th century Aboriginal heritage in the area. It 
was her reaction to my story about the park and its social function however which drew my 
immediate attention. Her conjecture was that the park had become a social gathering place in lieu 
of any other space being available. She felt it was likely the people I had met in the park lived in 
houses in which two or three large families would be accommodated and that the spillage into 
the park was a sad reflection on the appalling conditions faced by Aboriginal people throughout 
the country. I hesitated to agree. It had not been my observation that these people lived in 
cramped conditions. I had dropped Margaret home from the club and saw that she did not live in 
a house with three other families, she lived with her partner and one son in a tidy little home with 
shrubs along the driveway and a small table and two chairs on the front verandah. My other 
Koori friends similarly lived in newish brick veneer homes with garages and flower gardens, 
where everybody had their own bedroom, houses that I regularly stayed in on visits from 
Canberra. The situation was repeated the entire length of the south coast, with Aboriginal 
housing no longer confined to the old mission sites but sprinkled liberally through all the major 
towns and villages from Eden to Wollongong. Aunty Margaret’s efforts in the 1960s and 70s had 
not been in vain, yet popular and even well informed perceptions had not moved on, contending 
that lack of access to resources was almost always the engine driving social behaviour. By the 
time this conversation took place I had been dismantling notions of absence, loss and extinction 
within this project for some time and immediately recognised the distance between the evidence 
and the prevailing discourse.  
 
My Canberra colleague was not alone in seeing the Koori occupation of the park as aberrant. For 
her it was an expression of lack, an absence of alternatives; for many of the Bega townsfolk 
occupation of public spaces has historically been seen as an expression of threatened social 
disobedience and a flouting of authority, if the Shire Council reactions are any indication to go 
by. The issue of Aboriginal occupation of public spaces ignited in 1998 when the Council, 
against the express request of the Aboriginal community, cut down the old willow tree on the 
corner of Gipps and Bega streets. The willow tree meeting place was a central feature in the 
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Aboriginal landscape of Bega, and as such, its removal was a deliberate act of sabotage, a clear 
message that they were not welcome in public places. Although some attempt at reparation was 
made, with a new tree ceremonially planted on the site by a Council official and one of 
Margaret’s sons, it was too late.329 Allegiances had shifted, at least partly, to the alternative park 
on Zingel Place. 
  
As we watched the groups form and re-form, as Deanna approached those known to her and as I 
was invited in to be introduced, it struck me how comfortable the Kooris in the park were. 
People came and went, exchanging smokes and coffee and sausage rolls, relaying information 
and catching up on news, all business transacted with a joke. There was laughing and teasing, 
calling out and conferring. Despite the majority of these people clearly being of Aboriginal 
descent, racial divisions were fluid with non-Aboriginal partners and even the odd council 
worker on the way to or from their offices joining in. Nevertheless, the terms of engagement 
were clear – this was an Aboriginal world and on joining Deanna at one of the picnic tables I 
stepped off the footpath and into country, where relationships are of primary importance and the 
occupation of outdoor spaces is simultaneously both private and public. These people were at 
home. Perhaps, I reflected as I hung around awkwardly on the fringe, it is this confident 
occupation of public space that contributes to mainstream community angst about the park 
Kooris, for there was no doubt that I observed them being avoided. Such an occupation brings to 
the surface not just historical injustices but deep ancestral connections that disrupt what might 
otherwise be a cohesive sense of belonging for the non-Aboriginal townsfolk of Bega, reminding 
them of the interplay between ownership and dispossession. Although their avoidance of the park 
could be seen simply as racial discomfort, and certainly the racist history of the town would lend 
weight to that perception, that discomfort could be fuelled by an unconscious response to the 
casual confidence with which the public space is occupied by their black neighbours.  
 
It was my colleague’s comments about over-crowded housing that helped me to see how this 
scenario tallied with my interest in material culture. By positioning the occupation of the park 
within a discourse of deficit, the qualities it offers and the functions it performs remain 
                                                
329 McKenna (2002):218 
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unacknowledged. This mechanism resonates deeply with the experience I had encountered when 
pursuing my earlier research question ‘what objects do Aboriginal people treasure, preserve, hold 
dear in their homes and community places as a way of connecting with the past?’ The park as a 
private/public stage for the performance of social engagement, a central feature of this 
community’s processes of cultural renewal and projection, reminded me again of the way in 
which objects remain in circulation in the Koori world as a means of maintaining social 
relationships, leaving them unavailable for inscription as museum objects. It was while on the 
trail of these ‘missing’ objects that I was drawn into an examination of the kinds of alternative 
ontological processes I could now see playing out in the park.  
 
During our river picnic, the full impact of the contradictions operating within the townscape hit 
me. Here Deanna gave me a tour of a rich and idiosyncratic history of the old shanty town 
community, a fondly remembered time and place for many local Kooris. While material traces of 
this difficult past have been wiped clean and the ‘natural’ landscape reconstituted, Aboriginal art 
works have been positioned at the entrance to the Council chambers as a gesture of reconciliation 
and remembrance – artworks which reference non-local Aboriginal cultures through their shape 
and dot decorations. The meaning of this knotty combination of contrived remembering and deep 
disregard is difficult to interpret except as proof of what anthropologist W E H Stanner proposed 
in 1968 was a cult of ‘forgetting’.330 Despite 40 years having lapsed, it seems that such forgetting 
is still deeply embedded in the Anglo-settler cultural practices of the entire region of south-east 
NSW and nowhere more so than in Bega.331 
 
The mechanism of this forgetting is partly maintained by a histrionic remembering of an 
alternative settler narrative, as illustrated by the Bega Pioneer History Museum. The massive 
collection housed in the 19th century pub provides proof of the hardships and deprivations 
experienced by the pioneers, with an ancillary tribute to their ability to improvise and innovate. 
At the same time, through military mementoes, the story weaves into a wider narrative of nation 
by means of a famously enthusiastic local participation in the two world wars of the 20th century. 
The combined assemblage of artefacts anchors the region’s settler history deep in the material 
                                                
330 Stanner (1969) 
331 See Healy (2008) for a discussion of  “forgetting Aborigines”.  
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world and the experience of the museum tells visitors that people of this community care about 
their past and affix their contemporary sense of belonging to the lineages which this material 
demonstrates. The vast quantity of objects held by the museum stands in direct contrast to the 
lack of interest in objects as carriers of history that I had encountered in the Aboriginal 
community during my earlier research. My experience of the park and the river bank however 
began to throw a new light on the relationship between Aboriginal people and material culture 
and directed me towards a concept that Australian archaeologists and heritage specialists refer to 
as ‘cultural landscape’, an idea incorporated into I develop more fully below.332 
Whose	  country?	  
The idea that objects can offer unarguable proof of certain historical narratives has not been 
altogether ignored by the Aboriginal community of the Bega Valley Shire. Moneroo Bubberer 
Gudu Keeping Place at Jigamy Farm on the south side of Pambula Lake is an impressive 
building of Tuscan stucco and exposed beams. Built to house the Eden Aboriginal Land Council 
offices, a restaurant and a function room, it is also home to a small collection of historic artefacts 
and an archive of papers collected over the life of local Elder, activist and evangelist pastor Ossie 
Cruse. Cruse considers the Jigamy keeping place to be the appropriate repository for all 
Aboriginal cultural artefacts within the Eden-Monaro region, including the Snowy Mountains. 
He would like to see the material currently held by National Parks in their Jindabyne offices, 
mostly stone tools sent in by local farmers, deposited in the south coast keeping place and for the 
keeping place to be seen as belonging to the entire Eden-Monaro area. His vision is in accord 
with the culture of the majority of the south coast Aboriginal community who largely conceive 
of mountain and coast peoples as one-in-the-same, although there is not much genuine interest in 
the project of a museum amongst the locals.333 The Jigamy keeping place is kept going by just 
one or two members of the same family with occasional additional assistance from friends. A 
local non-aboriginal archivist has taken an interest and offered material and expert assistance 
 
                                                
332 See Brown (2007 ) for a discussion of ‘cultural landscape’ and NSW heritage conservation legislation. 
333 Wesson (2002):254-6 
185 
The coalition of interests that Cruse proposes is probably in line with the opinions of many 
Aboriginal people who live in the Bega Valley shire today and the inference from within the 
Jigamy keeping place is that such a coalition is traditional. But not everyone agrees with him 
and the people who trace their heritage to the Delegate Reserve (as Cruse does not) are reluctant 
to have their Ngarigo identity subsumed by the much bigger and more powerful coast mob. 
While this might appear to be a small squabble amongst the various stakeholder groups, it 
expresses a problem that is experienced by many traditional owners throughout the country when 
their interests and the interests of the invariably more powerful local Aboriginal Land Council 
collide. 
 
 
Figure 28. Map of Aboriginal Land Council areas for the south coast of NSW 
Aboriginal Land Rights Act 1983: Aboriginal Land Councils, NSW Department of Lands, 2007 
 
The three Aboriginal Land Councils (ALC) that cross the Snowy Mountains and Monaro region, 
Merrimans, Bega and Eden, run east-west to intersect the north-south oriented Snowy Mountain 
range and Monaro Plains area in arbitrary stripes. In a contemporary echo of the 1843 NSW-
Victoria state border which forms the southern boundary of the Eden ALC, the divisions pay no 
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attention to either the traditional country they intersect or the geography of the area, cutting 
through the mountain range in almost symmetrical east-west bands. Each of the land councils is 
named for its coastal location and the majority, if not the entirety of their Aboriginal 
constituents, live within the coast and hinterland areas. More significantly, all registered office 
addresses and executive position holders are coast-based. 
 
These three political and administrative bodies often work collaboratively such as on the Old 
Path Ways and Trails Mapping Project334 which seeks to create a “Koori-managed project 
extending from the coast to the Monaro and High Country.” Aimed at preserving what remains 
of the pathways to establish them as heritage artefacts, the project hopes to re-enliven the 
remnant geographic and cultural links between the coast and the mountains which the ancient 
east-west trails demonstrate. That this project has been initiated by the three ALCs in 
conjunction with the Bega Valley Shire as well as the National Parks and Wildlife Service and 
NSW State Forests sees it develop within not just a state authorised framework but with an 
impressive cross-cultural administrative imprimatur. Missing from this coalition however is a 
representative of the traditional owners of the high country. The deference to Aboriginal Land 
Council authority that such an omission exposes compounds the extinguishment that 
contemporary Ngarigo are fighting against and conflates the ancient cultural and kin connections 
between the coast and high country people with a contemporary political reality that is the result 
of colonisation. That almost all of the Ngarigo these days live on the coast contributes to this 
conflation.335 
 
Despite its inattention to material traces of a 20th century Aboriginal history, the Bega Valley 
Shire has a contemporary Koori population that, by its mere presence, disallows total amnesia. 
The neighbouring Snowy River Shire that lies to the west, but within the same ALC areas, is not 
so directly challenged. Largely unaware of their post-contact Aboriginal history, the citizens of 
the Snowy Mountains and Monaro Plains have been able to imagine for themselves a peacefully 
negotiated transfer of land from Aboriginal to settler control, due in main to the extinction of the 
                                                
334 Blay (2005) 
335 Denis Byrne characterizes places in which deeply uncomfortable histories and contests play out as ‘nervous 
landscapes’. See Byrne (2003). 
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Aboriginal population through disease.The 1976 Snowy River Shire commissioned history by 
Lauri Neal for example, still popular with local historians within the region, accounted for cross-
cultural relations with the statement that: 
the people of the Monaro were not cruel, they did not set out to hate the Aborigine, harm 
him, hinder him, shoot him or trap him. Their culture was a different one and in the 
struggling early days of the colony the average Monaro families were themselves fighting 
for survival. Perhaps on the whole the settler’s education and breadth of understanding 
was just too limited to enfold a people of such a different culture and such a different 
heritage. We are 150 years too late to rekindle the spiritual flame of that far-off 
dreamtime so important to the well-being of the Aboriginal people of Monaro.336  
 
That the remnant Ngarigo who live on the coast rarely interact directly with the white high plains 
community allows such narratives to go largely uncontested. In recent years official recognition 
of traditional Aboriginal ownership has come in the form of National Parks consultation 
processes, invitations from the shire council to perform ‘welcome to country’ ceremonies, as 
well as some rudimentary employment schemes, which all go some way to ‘remembering’ a 
local Aboriginal presence. Nevertheless the residents of the Snowy River Shire have not had to 
publicly play out a dysfunctional politics of reconciliation in the way their coastal neighbours in 
Bega have over the past ten years, nor do they deal with the presence of Aboriginal people in 
public spaces on a daily basis.  
Mountain	  stories	  
As is the case in Bega, the local historical society holds custodianship of the past in Cooma, the 
main town within the Snowy River Shire, which is why I found myself sitting with Deanna and 
four elderly locals one frosty Friday morning at a back table of the Cooma library. I had spoken 
to the Society’s President Deidre Clark a couple of days before, explaining that we were looking 
for references in the archive to Deanna’s grandfather Alex Brindle, who had been a blacktracker 
for the NSW police during the early part of the 20th century. Deidre was immediately interested. 
She had not come across any written references to Alex Brindle that she could remember but she 
                                                
336 Neal and Cooma-Monaro Historical Society. (1976):3 
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instantly recognised the name, volunteering that he had been a well known man in the town and 
was “highly regarded, very respected, he used to live in Lambie Street.” She invited us to visit 
the Historical Society to look through the archive ourselves. Most Friday mornings she spent 
three or four hours in the library with other society members where they file, catalogue, sift and 
read the many valuable manuscripts, photos, books and records that fill the shelves of their 
plywood cupboard, answering queries from the legion of family historians that call on their 
resources. The making and remembering of history in the town is important and the mostly 
retired people who run the Society represent many of the significant Monaro pioneer families.  
 
The morning of our visit we met Deidre in a local coffee shop to brief her on our search. She was 
accompanied by one of her society colleagues, Peter Schaeffer, an elderly man who regularly 
worked on the archives. Hearing that Tracker Brindle’s granddaughter was across the road, Peter 
had asked if he could join us. He remembered Brindle from when he was a boy and was keen to 
meet Deanna. Settling into his cappuccino, he offered us his brief story: as a young lad he had 
been in hospital to have his appendix out and had shared the room with one of Tracker Brindle’s 
daughters (from his second marriage to Ethel Pegrum). Peter remembers being terribly impressed 
when Tracker Brindle arrived at the hospital during visiting hours wearing his long shiny black 
leather boots.  
 
It was not extensive, but Deanna and I were both excited by his story. It was our first encounter 
with the conjunction of her lineage and living memory. Having worked for the NSW Police as 
the blacktracker stationed at Cooma for at least three decades, we assumed we would find 
mention of Brindle in the archives but neither of us had thought we would find him in personal 
recollections. With those few words Blacktracker Alex Brindle came rushing up out of the past, a 
serious young man dressed in uniform, reporting for duty in 1906. Only 18 at the time, he stayed 
in the force for the next 30 years, tracking stolen sheep and cattle, escaped prisoners and missing 
children. He raises an Aboriginal family on Delegate Reserve, and when they are taken from 
him, another large family in a house in the main street of Cooma. He is remembered beyond his 
lifetime by the old people of the town for keeping law and order, if not lore and ceremony.  
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Deanna was visibly moved. This was a connection to her past that jumped over her mother’s 
removal to Cootamundra Girl’s Home as a child and placed her back into a known lineage of 
mountain people. The historical society members were equally impressed. They had all known of 
Tracker Brindle but had no idea he had living descendants. By the time we finished our coffee 
and returned to the library, word that Tracker Brindle’s granddaughter was in town had passed 
around. We were greeted by a table full of expectant faces, eager to make Deanna’s 
acquaintance. As it turned out, the warmth of the reception we received was the highlight of the 
day as, disappointingly, the archives revealed nothing further. There were no mission records – 
no missionaries ever established Aboriginal reserves or stations on the Monaro – and after the 
Delegate Reserve community moved away, the Aborigines Protection Board ceased any activity 
in the area; the Cooma court records of Brindle’s era have been destroyed; the trackers were 
ignored by contemporary commentators who otherwise made detailed accounts of life in the 
region; Brindle’s NSW Police service record has been lost, the local police log books are 
likewise long gone as are the Cooma District Court records. Almost unbelievably, there is no 
mention of him in the regional newspapers save for on the death of his first wife Daisy in 1923. 
Yet he is clearly remembered by the old people of the community as an important figure of his 
day.  
 
The historical society members were as sorry as we were at the lack of material. Looking to offer 
consolation, Deidre suggested we talk to more of the old people who had grown up in the area 
and offered us a suggestion – Ossie Wellsmore, the centenarian and patriarch of the Wellsmore 
family, owners of the vast Paupong property south of Jindabyne. It seemed at this point that 
collecting oral histories was our only option if we wanted to follow the story of this early 20th 
century generation. 
*** 
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Figure 29. Deanna and Ossie, Berridale nursing home, 19th October 2007 
 
In a nursing home in Berridale, just this side of Jindabyne, Deanna and I squatted next to the old 
man’s wheel chair. Ossie had just turned 100 but despite the stroke he had had a few years ago, 
his speech was still clear. “Oh yes”, he told us, “I remember Tracker Brindle alright.” Deanna 
beamed and leaned in closer, brushing away tears as she held Ossie’s hand, overwhelmed at the 
mention of her grandfather. “What do you remember Oz?” she asked. “I remember he used to 
police the dances in the hall at Dalgety. Mmmm. Yes. And he was a good writer.” A what? I say 
to myself. Did he say rider or writer? Ossie continued. “With a pen, not a typewriter. He had a 
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very good education. Mmmm.” I wonder about the accuracy of his fading memory. I’m pretty 
sure he’s confusing Alex Brindle and his brother-in-law Billy Rutherford. The two often worked 
together. Sure enough, he continues; “Billy was the tracker at Dalgety and I spent a bit of time 
with him. But my brother Cliss knew him better. He went out with him in the bush looking for 
cattle. There was one time when there was a telephone line down quite a long way off from 
where we lived and Billy said to Cliss “What’s that wire across the road?” And Cliss said “I 
don’t know. I can’t see the wire, can you see a wire?” and Billy said “yes I can see the wire from 
here.” And Cliss knew there was a wire but he couldn’t see it. And he said to Billy “How come 
you black fellows can see more than we can?” And Billy told him “It’s a supernatural gift.” That 
buggered him up. Cliss had to look it up in the dictionary to find out what supernatural meant. 
(laughs) Yes he was a very smart man Billy, not to be disrespected.” 
 
I recognised the story as one told to NPWS researcher Mike Young, transcribed in Aboriginal 
People of the Monaro. I hear it again several times over the next couple of months from different 
sources, including Ossie’s son, but we are moved by the effort he’s making, just back from 
hospital in Canberra and wearing his 100 years heavily. These fragments are precious, not as 
accurate depictions of historic events, but as shards of evidence where there are no others. He 
continued through his repertoire of stories but they became less coherent. He was tiring and to 
push further would have been cruel. The shards have already been collected and published:  
[Billy] went up on the range the back of home [Paupong] and he sat down and he looked 
at all the mountains, hills and he said to Cliss: “If my old dad was here he’d be able to tell 
some interesting stories... [but] old Gifford the policeman didn’t give him much of a time 
it was thought. I was standing outside the hall at Dalgety after a dance and a young girl 
raced up exhausted to old Gifford and said: “Mum’s car’s caught on fire out along the 
road – come out.” Old Gifford grabbed me and said: “Take us out.” He wouldn’t let Billy 
Rutherford sit on the seat beside him – he said: “Sit on the floor and put your feet on the 
running board.” I said: “Oh no, Billy, you sit in here with me,” and Gifford didn’t want 
that – he thought he was a superior person… I felt sorry for Billy – old Gifford 
downgrading him – he wasn’t to be downgraded.337 
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How dare Gifford disrespect Billy Rutherford! The version that Ossie gave us was slightly more 
confused than the one he’d given Mike Young a few years before, but the outrage we felt 70 
years after the fact was fresh. That the story was being offered by someone who had been there 
made it all the more vivid. We returned to Canberra inspired. Deanna had met a man who knew 
her great uncle, who remembered him and acknowledged her in context – a mountain woman of 
deep belonging, whose relatives were still remembered, by him, in place. It was exhilarating.  
 
We wanted to know if any other people had memories of the old trackers and if so how we could 
find them. Our first course of action was to contact the local paper, the Snowy Echo, which we 
had heard was the newspaper of choice for the elderly residents of the Monaro. Sure enough they 
were keen for a story and within a week our quest had made it into the press. 
 
	  
 
Figure 30. Snowy Echo, November 2007 
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Clarice Ingram was the first to ring, at 8.30 on a Sunday morning. She is in her 80s and 
lives in Delegate. She had seen the article in the paper and rang to say that she 
remembered when Alex Brindle and Billy Rutherford came to Delegate to look for the 
little girl. She didn’t really remember Brindle but she remembered Billy Rutherford well. 
He could read and write. When he married (although Clarice did not think they were 
really married but we’ll call it married she said) he used to write letters to his wife in 
Dalgety when he was away, but she couldn’t read them so she would take them to the 
lady who ran the Buckley’s Crossing Hotel to read them for her. 338  
 
Lois Crisp from Marlo in Victoria, the town at the mouth of the Snowy River, was next to 
ring. Billy Rutherford was the son of one of the stockmen, also Billy, who had worked 
Jimenbuen station, the property owned by her father-in-law. He and his wife had lived in 
the little cottage in Dalgety that is now the shop. Betty Osborne from Maffra Station 
remembers Billy Rutherford jnr. well. She loved to hold his hand when she was a little 
girl. He had lovely soft black hands and she remembers that she loved to put her hand in 
his. He was a lovely man. Very kind. 339 
 
Here were the traces we’d been looking for. The official unremembering – the disappeared court 
proceedings that would have recorded evidence given by the trackers, the missing police 
employment records, the silence in the newspapers, the ignoring by the historians – was 
countered in the memories of the old white people. Not big memories but animated memories of 
real people that lived in known places, their lives still traceable in the almost unchanged 
landscape of the high country villages. Deanna and I had stayed in Dalgety together many times 
during this journey, had eaten dinner in the Buckley’s Crossing Hotel, bought pies in the cottage 
which is now the local shop. We’d been tracing their footsteps all along. 
 
                                                
338 Telephone conversation: author and Clarice Ingram, 1st December 2007, journal notes 
339 Telephone conversation: author and Louise Crisp, 12th December 2007, journal notes 
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Figure 31. Dalgety cottage/shop, Rutherfords’ residence c1920s 
 
Several more phone calls followed and further shards of memory were proffered, most of them 
nothing more than a splinter. Many of the callers apologised for the meagreness of their offering, 
insisting that their parents could have told us much more. They only remembered scraps, 
children’s recollections, names and places viewed from the eyes of four, five, six year olds. We 
didn’t care. These scraps were precious. Just hearing the names spoken by people who 
remembered was a treat.  
 
Two callers however had more than just shards; they had known Billy Rutherford as a family 
friend, their parents having been particularly close to the tracker and his wife. The first of these 
was Moira Britten, the daughter of the local school teacher, who rang me one Monday evening: 
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MB: I was born in ‘23 in Cooma, my brother was born in Cooma in ‘28 so we were in Dalgety 
in those intervening years. 
CH: And your father was the teacher at the school was he? 
MB: Yes. Les Constance was his name. 
CH: And he knew Billy Rutherford quite well? 
MB: Oh yes. They lived not far from the school and they were friends of my parents. ‘Cause I 
was only four. I had my fourth birthday there and they gave me presents. They gave me a 
gold bangle and a covered coat hanger. And I wore that bangle until it had to be cut off 
my arm when I was about 14 or 15. Yeah we’d call in on the way down to the shop and 
see Mr and Mrs Rutherford. He, my dad, took them to Goulburn once, it must have been 
on official business, because we had a car when we were there. And also Ginge can 
remember, it must have been after one of the trips we took them on, we called back into 
Cooma at my Nan’s place for afternoon tea. Yes she can remember that very vividly. 
That’s my cousin in Cooma. She’s got a wonderful memory.  
CH: Where did they live?  
MB: They lived in that little house on the corner and the old school house was not far away 
see. I was only four when I left but I have very fond memories of them. I used to be going 
to the shop and I know she used to give me probably a halfpenny or a penny to buy 
lollies. Oh they were very kind people. Mum used to call round and have a cup of tea. 
You know, they were friends. 
CH: Everyone in the town seems to have fond memories of them. 
MB: Oh yes, they were very well respected, highly respected people. I was very fond of them. 
They must have made a fuss of me. I’m eighty-four and I remember them very well. 340  
 
Moira’s memory of this friendship between her parents and the Rutherfords begins to flesh out 
how life might have been for this Aboriginal couple in a small town. The two trackers were by 
the 1930s the only known Ngarigo men still living in country, with Billy in Dalgety and Alex in 
Cooma. Given that Billy was often mentioned in relation to his literacy levels (always noting his 
abilities in this regard) it is perhaps not surprising that he struck up a friendship with the school 
                                                
340 Telephone conversation: author and Moira Britten, 17th December 2007, verbatim transcript 
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teacher. The next caller’s story similarly fleshes out how life might have looked for the Dalgety 
tracker. The speaker is Lance Lowther, son of the local policeman in Dalgety during the last 
years of Billy’s tenure as a tracker: 
 
LL: My father was the policeman at Dalgety from 1931 and Bill Rutherford was the black 
tracker. During the holidays they’d borrow a pony and I had to go out with them in the 
bush. One day I had go with dad, another day I had go with Bill. So I knew Bill pretty 
well.  
CH: How old were you?  
LL: Well I was 8 when we went to Dalgety and I was about 13 when we left. 
CH: And did he live in the old courthouse in those days?  
LL: Yes he did. There was a room at the back and we always called it Bill’s room. He slept in 
that room, there was a fireplace, but he used to eat at the hotel. I always remember Bill, 
he walked pigeon toed. He was a lovely man. He used to eat his meals in the pub. He’d 
go down to the hotel for dinner and breakfast. But morning tea time he used to have with 
us. He was like one of the family. He was one of us. I’m not too sure if I didn’t have to 
call him Uncle Bill. I couldn’t say a bad word about him. We used to ride all round the 
country. 
CH: He must have been like one of the family at the pub too. 
LL: Oh everyone knew him. Here comes Billy Rutherford they’d say.  
CH:  Do you know his wife’s name? 
LL: When we were there he was by himself. I think he came from round Cooma way. 
CH: Delegate maybe? 
LL: Delegate. Yes that’s right. Down round Bombala there. There used to be another black 
tracker at Cooma. His name was Shingle I think.  
CH: Brindle? Alex Brindle? 
LL: Brindle, that’s right.  
CH: Did you know him? 
LL: No I never met him but I remember Bill used to talk about him. 
CH: And what were his duties as a tracker, what did he used to do, do you remember? 
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LL: He was more or less a policeman. He’d go one way to investigate one thing and Dad’d 
go the other. In the school holidays I had a pony and I had to go with him. More or less 
issuing summonses. All on horseback. The policeman before us was Gifford. But dad and 
Bill they were real good mates. 
CH: I guess they’d have to be, to stick pretty close together. 
LL: That’s right. Bill gave a shaving mug and mirror for a tennis tournament one year and 
my father won it. He donated it as a prize. I’ve got it at my little place in Tumut.  
CH: Did you see him after you left Dalgety? 
LL: No I never saw him again but my mother and Bill used to exchange Christmas cards.  
CH: Were you still in Dalgety when he left? 
LL: Yes. Well, round about, well we went there in 1931 and Bill was there about 3 or 4 years 
and you know, they were getting over the depression and word came through that they 
were no longer required. 
CH: The black trackers? 
LL: Yes. The trackers. It was a shame. Well all I can say is that he was a thorough gentleman. 
He was a good bloke Bill. 341 
 
Lance kindly capped this story by sending me a photograph of Billy, dressed it seems for a 
country race meeting or some other grand occasion – perhaps the tennis tournament for which he 
donated the prize.  
 
                                                
341 Telephone conversation: author and Lance Lowther, 18th December 2007, verbatim transcript  
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Figure 32. Billy Rutherford, Dalgety, c1934 
Photograph courtesy Lance Lowther 
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A few weeks after our trip to the Berridale nursing home one of the local Dalgety ladies rang 
with the sad but not unexpected news that Ossie Wellsmore had passed away. Deanna and I 
travelled to Dalgety for the funeral, a not overly formal occasion held in Our Lady Star of the 
Sea, the tiny stone church perched on the hilltop overlooking the town. Later, after we had 
accompanied the entire Wellsmore clan to the local Boloco cemetery for the burial where Ossie 
was interred with six generations of his ancestors, we adjourned to the Dalgety memorial hall for 
the CWA catered morning tea. The ply-wood tables were piled high with home made sausage 
rolls, jam slice, coconut balls, club sandwiches, and the crowd of younger Wellsmores, 
appreciative of the hot cuppa on offer, dug in, as did we. The volume of conversation rose with 
the tea-fuelled fug that began to warm the still chill November mountain air of the hall. No one 
knew who we were and no one cared. We’d come to pay our respects to their brother/ uncle/ 
father and we were welcome. A couple of the old ladies joined us at a table and introduced 
themselves. We returned the compliment, with an explanation of how and why we had met with 
Ossie not long before. Word went out amongst the crowd – these ladies are researching Billy 
Rutherford! Oh Billy Rutherford! Now that’s a name from the past. Soon a crowd of five or six 
had gathered at our table to hear the news. My hand twitched on the recorder I had had the 
presence of mind to stick in my handbag as we had left Canberra that morning. Would it be 
gauche to pull it out at a funeral? I whispered to the old lady next to me, Ossie’s baby sister 
although now in her late 80s – did she think people would mind? Not at all. You go ahead. Ossie 
would have loved it.  
 
Sheila, Laura and Fred hunkered around the microphone, thrilled to be adding their piece to our 
collection: 
 
CH: We’re doing a history of Aboriginal people in this area because people said that there 
were no Aboriginal people but that’s not true.  
Sheila: No, that’s not true. 
CH: Because people remember the Rutherfords and the Brindles. 
Laura: I remember people talking about the Brindles. 
CH: What do you remember? 
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Laura: Well I was only so little. I was so little I didn’t take in a lot of the stuff. 
CH: Do you remember Alex Brindle? 
Sheila: It definitely was young Billy Rutherford that I remember. You think of it like this. It was 
Billy Rutherford that went looking for Rachel McCann when she got lost as a little girl. 
Well if Rachel was still alive she’d be 103 or something. See? 
Laura: Yes that’s right.  
CH: So what do you remember about him? Do you remember what he looked like?  
Laura: Oh he had a round fat face. Shiny. Absolutely gleaming as if it had been polished with 
boot polish. And shinning leggings and buttons. 
Sheila: He always had a big smile. He never ever was abrupt. 
Laura: He sat up real straight on the horse. And everything was gleaming, everything was 
polished. Yeah. And he rode along with Gifford. They both had black horses.  
CH: And they used to ride together? 
Sheila: Yes and they used to go out around the farms. 
CH:  Do you know what their job was? 
Laura: Yes black tracking. You know, checking on stock, stolen stock. Anything at all. You’d 
remember the black tracker’s kids going to school wouldn’t you? 
Sheila: No not really. 
Laura: Didn’t they go to school? 
Sheila: No. I don’t think they had children. Billy didn’t have children that I know of.  
Laura: To tell you the truth we were terrified, well Gifford too, he was the policeman. Gifford the 
policeman was there too. 
Fred:  Yeah. When I first came to Dalgety he’d just left. 1938. I was there for 60 years.  
CH:  Did you ever meet Alex Brindle? 
Fred:  No. But Constable Small and later Inspector Small told me that he was a beauty. He used 
to run him see. There used to be a lot of stock thieving. They used to thieve the stock and 
take them over the river at Burnt Hut, over towards Delegate there. And he was always 
chasing them up. They might know something more about him if you ask at Delegate. But 
he had a good name. No he’s a household word as far as I’m concerned. But you’ve got 
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to drill this into the young people, to remember these people what they done in the early 
days. 342 
 
Given that Billy was dead by 1937 at just 46 years of age, his place in the memories of these old 
folk is extraordinary. After Billy’s death his friend, compatriot, brother-in-law and fellow tracker 
Alex Brindle was the last Ngarigo man still living in country. He continued to work as a tracker 
in Cooma long after Billy had passed away.  
 
The Monaro is the kind of place where long lineages and long memories hold truths that have 
been forgotten elsewhere. It is not just the contemporary presence of the traditional owners who 
contest the extinction narrative of the historical literature. These old white people hold important 
pieces of the story too.343 Quite clearly they value these threads as part of their own distinctive, 
located lives and their memories of the trackers place them in what they can see in hindsight as a 
last moment of real cross-cultural encounter. Although the Ngarigo have experienced 
unfathomable loss since first contact, there has been neither total extinction nor total forgetting 
on either side of the cultural fence. That after the closure of the Delegate Reserve only two 
Aboriginal men lived in their own country is sad and big.  
                                                
342 Verbatim transcript: recorded at the funeral of Ossie Wellsmore, 23rd November 2007 
343 Darrell Lewis and Debbie Rose tell how the history of white people in the Victoria River district of the Northern 
Territory is remembered – kept – by Aboriginal people who have stayed in country. In the north, perhaps, it is 
generally the Aboriginal people who stay while the white people are transient; in the south, the Aboriginal people 
were removed to make way for white settlement. See Rose and Lewis (1992) 
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12. Tracking	  across	  the	  divide	  
Black	  coppers	  
After the last people left the Delegate Aboriginal Reserve sometime during the year of 1928, two 
Ngarigo men remained on the Monaro. Alex Brindle, son of James and Emily (nee Peters) 
Brindle and Alex’s brother-in-law Billy Rutherford jnr., son of Lizzie (previously Bradshaw) and 
Billy Rutherford snr.. Both men worked for the NSW Police Force as trackers stationed in 
various towns throughout the region before settling into long-term roles at two police stations, 
Billy at Dalgety and Alex at Cooma.  
 
Alex Brindle is recorded as beginning his police career on 30th May 1906, when the local 
command registered that “Tracker Joseph Walker was discharged 30-04-06. Tracker Alic Brindle 
arrived at 1pm from Delegate to fill the vacancy caused by Tracker Walker being discharged.”344 
He was 18 years of age. Billy jnr. similarly enters the record at Delegate three years later in 1909 
with an entry in the district salary register. He was also 18 years old. Both boys would have been 
living on the Delegate Aboriginal Reserve, an obvious place for the local force to seek expert 
assistance from, a strategy of the NSW police with a long history. 
 
As early as 1826 Governor Darling issued a memorandum recommending that “officers attach 
some of the most intelligent of the natives to their parties.”345 Although the Governor noted that 
“these People may be made extremely useful, if properly employed, in tracing the Bushrangers 
                                                
344 Young and NSW Dept. of Environment and Conservation (2005):301 
345 Haydon (1911):20 Although much historical and scholarly attention has been given to the Native Police of 
Queensland who played a controversial role in frontier conflict (see Skinner (1975); Rosser (1990) for example, and 
Fels (1988) on the deployment of same to Victoria) few sources on black trackers working in the NSW police force 
exist. Primary sources such as police records for Monaro district have been destroyed. Although the salary registers 
still exist, the employment records for both William Rutherford and Alex Brindle have been lost or destroyed and are 
not part of the SANSW otherwise detailed series. Memoranda defining policy in regard to the employment of black 
trackers are similarly not known to be extant. 
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and discovering their haunts”, as in so many other instances of cross-cultural economic flow, the 
terms of employment were not overly attractive. His suggestion was that remuneration be left to 
“the Discretion of the Officers to Reward the Natives according to their exertions; for which 
purposes some slop Clothing will be put at their Disposal, and they will be at Liberty from Time 
to Time to furnish them with such Provisions as they may require when employed.”346 The 
suggestion to use the very specific skills of Aboriginal people in the carrying out of regular 
police work was a novel proposal and one that stood apart from the already common practice of 
employing men in locations distant from their own country for more nefarious duties than 
tracking bushrangers. These tracker divisions or ‘black police corps’ were often used in the 
subjugation of other Aboriginal groups, most famously when Aboriginal men from Queensland 
were transported to regional Victoria for such a purpose.347 By contrast, the proposal here was to 
use local men with local knowledge in regular police duties, not in the service of cross-race 
conflict.  
 
The first official (although not ad hoc) use of Aboriginal trackers in NSW in this capacity took 
place not far from the Monaro, when Police Superintendent Martin Brennan of Binalong near 
Yass employed two men in “recognition of their worth in bushcraft” in 1861. The two trackers 
employed by Brennan successfully located two small children lost in wild bush after a day long 
search by 200 townsfolk had failed. So successful was the experiment that the Police Department 
took up the idea of employing trackers officially, recording them as a named unit in the Police 
Regulation Act of 1862 where they were designated ‘special constables’, to be issued with a 
uniform, quarters and horses.348  
 
By 1862 the use of trackers in the Monaro region was not only well established but a celebrated 
addition to local culture. Joseph Kelly a school teacher working on the Monaro, for example, 
submitted this poem to the Golden Age, Queanbeyan and Monaro Districts Advertiser under the 
nom de plume ‘Bushman’ in August of that year:  
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The Black Tracker 
With eager gaze and piercing eye, 
O’er granite hard and leaflet dry, 
The cunning, wily, native black 
Follows on the robber’s track; 
 O’er gully and hill, 
 Through brake and rill 
Through many a lonesome vale; 
 With downcast gaze, 
 Through forests’ maze 
He follows the winding trail. 
 
A crushed leaf, or broken vine, 
To him is a sure unerring sign 
That ‘twas press’d by a human foot; 
Then following on in swift pursuit, 
 With a fleeting pace, 
 He keeps up the chase 
O’er woody mount and grassy dale, 
 O’er range and creek, 
 O’er the mountain peak, 
He follows the winding trail.349 
 
 
Kelly was clearly impressed by the skills of the trackers, particularly those who worked in the 
granite and basalt country of the Monaro and Snowy Mountains. He may have had firsthand 
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experience of their work, but no doubt tales of their extraordinary abilities were also popular in 
the taverns and kitchens of the district.  
 
By the turn of the century there were more than 50 Aboriginal Police Trackers attached to Police 
stations, sprinkled across most of the important regional towns of New South Wales, with the 
men drawn almost exclusively from local camps, missions and reserves.350 In his 1911 history of 
the NSW Police Force, A L Haydon described the process of tracker recruitment: 
The wild life that developed the blacks’ wonderful faculties of sight and smell is 
necessary to maintain them at the proper pitch. The best trackers are invariably those who 
are taken direct from an Aboriginal camp. Any mounted police officer will testify to the 
truth of this. “When I want a boy for bush work,” says one Inspector, “I go straight to the 
nearest tribe and pick out the likeliest looking of the lot – one about seventeen or eighteen 
if possible. After he has served me I send him back, knowing that I can get him again if 
needful, and that in the meantime he won’t be rusting.”351 
Given that the local policeman at Delegate, Sergeant George Stutchbury, was on very good terms 
with the Reserve residents at the time during which both Alex and Billy jnr. joined the force 
(significantly at the age preferred by the Inspector), this was almost certainly the means by which 
they too were recruited. By 1900 trackers had been working in the area for at least three decades, 
on both casual terms and on tenure and there are hints in the records that one or both of the boys’ 
fathers had been trackers with the police on an ad hoc basis previously. Stutchbury is known to 
have been particular friends with Billy Rutherford snr.. and to have taken an interest in young 
Billy’s education (see chapter 9). The Reserve clearly offered access to the kind of skilled labour 
resources that were valuable to the police and, given the subsequent length of their service, both 
young men took the opportunity seriously.  
 
Haydon’s proposition that the “wild life that developed the blacks’ wonderful faculties... is 
necessary to maintain them at the proper pitch” hints at an interesting lifestyle developing on the 
Reserve during this time. The archaeology report of the reserve site commissioned by National 
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Parks and Wildlife Service found evidence of five huts, only three of which were recorded in the 
APB files.  
 
 
 
Figure 33. Delegate Reserve hut and family 
From the collection of Margaret Dixon, copied from Santo (2005) 
 
There was also evidence of extensive field works, of sluices and of vehicle tracks across the 
reserve. Oral history lends weight to the physical evidence that the reserve was a place of 
industry as well as community, with the residents perhaps taking up small scale farming of 
potatoes and other crops.352 While the residents were interested in funding and building their 
own huts in addition to those funded by the APB, they were also drawing on their knowledge of 
other building methods. Aunty Margaret Dixon for example reported to the archaeology team 
that her father “knew how to build a traditional shelter; this must have been learnt at the Reserve 
as he was born there and spent much of his childhood there.” 353 Haydon’s comment similarly 
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hints at a lifestyle that straddles cultural domains. He elaborated further on the type of education 
an Aboriginal child received in order to become a professional tracker: 
By constant practice from childhood upwards, and the aid of an eyesight that is the 
keenest of any savage people in the world, he learns to read the story of a bush track as 
none other can read it… The schooling of an aboriginal in this respect begins very early. 
As a child he is set to play games in which animals and birds are the principal figures. 
Footprints of various creatures are drawn by him in the sand, seemingly for amusement, 
but actually as part of his education. Later on he is taken in hand by the man whom he 
accompanies into the bush, learning each day something that quickens his intelligence. 
Nor it is only the boys who thus develop this power. The native girls and women are 
often quite as good at the game.354 
That Billy Rutherford jnr. and Alex Brindle were so highly regarded in the district, both 
personally and professionally, speaks of the quality of their cross-cultural education. As already 
seen in chapter 9, Billy Rutherford snr. was interested in his son pursuing educational 
opportunities within mainstream schools and given that Billy jnr. was later known for his literacy 
skills, must have found the means for the boy to do so. Literacy was also important within the 
Brindle family, Alex’s mother having herself received an extensive education from the Western 
Australian Moravians. Evidently the boys, who by the age of 18 were adept enough at tracking to 
be given full time employment within the NSW Police Force, had concurrent access to the kind 
of sustained tutoring in ‘bushcraft’ to which Haydon refers. The lines of cultural delineation 
which positions Aboriginal people in this era as either ‘traditional’ or not were understandably of 
little interest to the people themselves. 
 
Horsemanship was as central to the work of the high country trackers, as it was to their stockmen 
fathers (see chapter 9) and, as Michael Bennett suggests, “may have been one of the aspects of 
the job that attracted Aboriginal men: there were few days stuck inside the station. Trackers had 
much outdoor work to do.”355 They were expected to train the horses, keep the stables in working 
order and give evidence in court, all for which they were paid a wage well under that received by 
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their white peers although no doubt better than most Aboriginal people were receiving at the 
time.356 Although the demands of the job would have kept them from their families, it was not 
uncommon for the trackers to be given quarters within the police station compound “usually 
found at the back of the police station in the stables.”357 Billy Rutherford lived in a small room at 
the back of the rather grand Police residence at Dalgety where his small free-standing brick room 
was the original detention cell, renovated into living quarters, while Alex Brindle raised a large 
family in the old slab walled building in Lambie st, Cooma originally used as the district jail.  
 
 
 
Figure 34. Dalgety Police residence, Jun 2009 
 
The work was hard, the conditions were rough and the pay was low, yet the job called on and 
honed knowledge of country at a time when the rest of the Ngarigo had been forced to move to 
other places. It also gave the men status within the wider community as law enforcement 
officials and the traces of the two Ngarigo trackers still extant within oral history tell of deep 
social and professional relationships across the region; they were an integral part of small town 
life.  
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NSW Police Force historian L E Hoban offered a moving tribute to the now defunct tracker 
division within the force in 1991 with the following: 
Examples of the splendid work carried out by the Police Aborigine Tracker... during the 
70 years of their reign are legendary, yet sad to record, there is little documentation 
existing of their remarkable exploits and past praiseworthy and commendable community 
services. Police officers who accompanied the trackers on various missions, never at any 
time attempted to interfere, question or offer opinion or advice, well realising that the 
Aboriginal tracker always knew his own business best, for such was their implicit and 
unwavering faith in them. It is therefore a cause for regret that the humble Aboriginal 
tracker, who courted no publicity, won no recognition, no positive reward, who forged an 
enduring chapter in the pages of our colonial history should pass into obscurity. Yet to a 
few who choose to remember, their past skills, deeds and exploits will live on, to be 
recalled in quiet moments with approbation, astonishment, pride and sometimes wide-
eyed wonder.358 
Aboriginal people today however are less enthusiastic about the legacy; “proud on the one hand 
of their work but suspicious on the other of their links to the police.”359 
*** 
Billy Rutherford had been stationed at Dalgety for at least 5 years when he married in 1917. He 
was 25 years of age. The couple were known in the town as “lovely people”, but by 1931 Billy is 
remembered as living alone at the back of the Police Station. There is no mention of any children 
and Billy’s death certificate records “Nil issue.” Sometime between 1928 and 1931 his wife had 
either left or died, most likely the latter. She is fondly remembered as having been generous to at 
least one little girl, to whom she gave gifts of sweets and small coins. Billy wrote her letters 
when he was away on assignment, which she would take to the local pub to be read out. 
Memories of Mrs Rutherford as kind and friendly coupled with this gesture of affection from her 
husband suggests that the couple did not live in discord and most likely did not separate by 
choice.  
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Within a decade of Mrs Rutherford’s disappearance from both the record and living memory, 
Billy had also left. For reasons not recorded he did not remain on the Monaro beyond 1937 but 
passed away far from home, and far too young, in the Mont Park Mental Hospital in Melbourne, 
having been admitted on a warrant, probably while residing in the town of Orbost in Gippsland. 
In the few short years between his last known residence on the Monaro in 1936 to his admission 
to Mont Park in early 1938 he had left the police force and moved to the town where many of his 
Ngarigo compatriots and relatives were living, not far from the mouth of the Snowy River. There 
are no police records which can shed light on why his employment was terminated but many of 
the trackers of this era were being made redundant. The presence of motor cars was increasing 
and the kind of knowledge of country that Billy held the lineage to was less valued, particularly 
in the metropolitan commands from where such orders were issued.  
 
His final entry in the record is the moment of his passing. The Coroner’s report from 8th 
November 1938 reads: 
The records show that the deceased William Rutherford stated to be aged forty-five years, 
was first admitted to the mental hospital Mont-Park on the 24th February 1938, on the 
warrants produced. He was suffering from General Paralysis of the Insane and had 
frequent epileptiform seizures. He received a course of malarial therapy which was 
terminated on account of an attack of status epilepticus on the 20th April 1938. He 
continued to have frequent seizures and on the 15th September 1938 again developed 
status epilepticus, and with suitable treatment recovered, but he remained in a state of 
confusion and developed acute visual hallucinations which caused him to roll about on 
the floor and bruise his head and limbs. On October 2nd he developed some signs of 
broncho pneumonia and he died at 7.45 am on October 3rd 1938.360 
 
He was interred at Fawkner cemetery on 5th October 1938.  
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Fawkner Memorial Park wishes to advise that the location of the buried remains of the late 
William Rutherford aged 45 are located at Church Of England: Compartment R Grave 
1632. 
 
 
… for those who might wish to pay their respects. 
 
*** 
 
That Billy Rutherford and Alex Brindle were close professional companions is well established, 
with many people remembering them working together. That they were also brothers by 
marriage tells of the close kin connections between the two men. Alex married Billy’s older 
sister Daisy sometime around 1908 when she was 21 and he was 20. Both born on the Monaro 
and both raised on the Delegate Reserve, the young couple may well have been suggested to 
each other as marriage partners by their parents when still only infants. 
 
The first of their two children, Iris, was born in 1909, followed two years later by her sister 
Mary. The history held in the family is that the two girls lived on the Reserve at Delegate. By 
necessity their father would have spent much of his time away from home, with the salary 
register showing him operating from various towns in the district before settling in Cooma. Once 
he had received a permanent posting he must have sent for his family to join him, for the next 
entry in the records is the sad occasion of Daisy’s death from pneumonia on 22nd of September 
1915 at the Cooma District Hospital. Iris was just six years old, Mary only four. Who looked 
after the girls over the next four years is not known. With Alex required to travel from home for 
long periods on assignment, relatives and friends must have been called on to help. They may 
well have returned to the Delegate Reserve where the community of family and friends already 
known to the little girls would have had no difficulty accommodating the now motherless 
children. Deanna’s memory of her mother’s memories would suggest this to be the case. 
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Motherless	  child,	  a	  long	  way	  from	  home	  
As early as 1905 the NSW Aborigines Protection Board foreshadowed the tragic drama that 
would unfold for the two Brindle girls over the ensuing decades when they made mention in their 
annual report for that year of the thinking that was gaining momentum within the administration: 
The Board view with great concern the fact that a large number of children who are 
almost white are growing up at the various stations and camps, and consider that, for their 
own sakes, as well as for the good of the community, it would be desirable to remove 
them from their present associations. Where they are living with their parents, however, it 
is difficult to interfere…361 
This was not the first sign of the Board’s intention. Only seven years after its establishment in 
1883 as a body to manage the reserves and stations on which the estimated 9,000 Aboriginal 
people in NSW lived, the Board had developed a policy to remove children of mixed descent 
from their families to be ‘merged’ into the non-Indigenous population.362 As argued in the 1997 
inquiry into the ‘Stolen Children’, the report of which subsequently became known as the 
Bringing Them Home Report: 
The Board reasoned that if the Aboriginal population, described by some as a ‘wild race 
of half-castes’ was growing, then it would somehow have to be diminished. If the 
children were to be de-socialised as Aborigines and re-socialised as Whites, they would 
somehow have to be removed from their parents.363  
 
In its early decades the Board relied only on persuasion and threats to remove children. Clearly it 
needed legal power to pursue its agenda fully and fierce lobbying finally resulted in the 
Aborigines Protection Act 1909. This Act gave the Board power ‘to assume full control and 
custody of the child of any aborigine’ if a court found the child to be neglected under the 
Neglected Children and Juvenile Offenders Act 1905. It also allowed the Board to apprentice 
Aboriginal children aged between 14 and 18 years.364 
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Once custody of the children had been assumed, the Board needed suitable premises in which to 
house them. The Cootamundra Hospital in central NSW, built in 1887 but abandoned in 1910, 
was re-labelled as the Cootamundra Domestic Training Home for Aboriginal Girls and re-opened 
in 1911 under the administration of the NSW Aborigines Protection Board, 365 with a similar 
institution for boys opened on the mid-north coast of NSW at Kinchela. With two institutions in 
which to train their wards, the Board’s programme of apprenticing Aboriginal children into white 
society could be escalated. Their plans did not proceed smoothly however, with parents refusing 
to participate in the scheme.  
 
In response to parental resistance the Board hardened their position on the removal of children. 
While in 1905 they had found it ‘desirable’ for children to be removed from stations and 
reserves, by 1912 they were determined to move even beyond the necessity of obtaining a court 
order. In their Annual Report for that year they declared, “To allow these children to remain on 
the Reserves… would be… an injustice to the children themselves” and even more tellingly “a 
positive menace to the State.” The Colonial Secretary entered the debate, complaining that, 
… it is very difficult to prove neglect; if the aboriginal child happens to be decently clad 
or apparently looked after, it is very difficult to show that the half-caste or aboriginal 
child is actually in a neglected condition, and therefore it is impossible to succeed in the 
court.366 
The Colonial Secretary and indeed the Board refused to allow that the difficulty they had in 
proving neglect was due to their being in fact no neglect, despite evidence of this being the case. 
Unsurprisingly, parents continued to refuse the Board access to their children, finding the means 
of removing themselves and their children from the Board’s view. A common option, 
particularly in the Monaro region where geography was in their favour, was to cross the state 
border where the Board’s jurisdiction no longer applied. Such strategies incensed the Board, as 
did the parents’ refusal to co-operate. The Board were perplexed by what they saw as 
obstruction, with the Colonial Secretary again articulating their frustration. 
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Although great care has been taken to explain at length the many advantages a child 
would derive from such an opportunity, the almost invariable experience has been that 
the parents or relatives have raised some frivolous objection and withheld their consent. 
Consequently the children have perforce had to be left amidst their most undesirable 
surroundings.367 
 
The Secretary’s complaints were heard and the Aborigines Protection Amending Act 1915 gave 
the Board power to separate children from their families without having to establish in court that 
they were neglected. Suddenly 
No court hearings were necessary; the manager of an Aboriginal station, or a policeman 
on a reserve or in a town might simply order them removed. The racial intention was 
obvious enough for all prepared to see, and some managers cut a long story short when 
they came to that part of the committal notice, ‘Reason for Board taking control of the 
child’. They simply wrote, ‘For being Aboriginal.368 
 
It was in September of this year that Daisy Brindle passed away, leaving her two young 
daughters not only motherless, but in an extremely vulnerable position in regard to the status of 
their custody as the APB was reaching its full power. They managed to evade the scrutiny of the 
Board for four years before the inevitable happened: they were removed from the Delegate 
Reserve and placed into Cootamundra Domestic Training Home for Aboriginal Girls. Iris was 
ten years old and her sister Mary was just eight.  
*** 
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Figure 35. Cootamundra Training Home for Girls - back view 
SANSW Digital ID: 4346_a020_a020000149 
 
 
 
Figure 36. Cootamundra Training Home for Girls – Dormitory 
SANSW Digital ID: 4346_a020_a020000151 
 
The girls would probably have arrived on the train, perhaps accompanied by a Board employee, 
to be met at Cootamundra by a member of the local police. On their arrival they would have been 
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assigned a bed in one of the dormitories within the late 19th century brick building. Surrounded 
by an ornamented front verandah, the main house provided a self-contained flat in the big front 
rooms for the exclusive use of the matron, with the former hospital wards converted into two 
long dormitories, each holding four rows of beds with five beds in each row. There were 
normally between thirty and thirty-five girls in residence. The addition of more children would 
have been an occasion for the already resident girls. For the new arrivals however, the 
experience would have proved a traumatic event. Presumably most newcomers came only in the 
clothes they wore, without any familiar objects so treasured by children such as dolls. Not only 
was the experience traumatic but the girls were barred from making home visits and all their mail 
was censored. Some of the girls claim that the letters they so carefully crafted in longing for 
contact with their parents were withheld. Nor was relief from their longing offered. In theory, 
parents could visit children once a year. In practice it proved more difficult… If parents managed 
to overcome official obstructions and to meet the costs involved in getting to Cootamundra, they 
were not permitted to stay overnight.369 
 
Life in the training school was hard, with luxuries, including hot water, few and far between. The 
out building which had been re-purposed as bathrooms held only two or three baths and no 
showers. “Any hot water was fetched in dippers from the laundry copper. As an economy, three 
or four children used the same bath water. The older girls washed the infants.”370 The large main 
building and the wooden outhouse bathrooms and laundry must have been freezing in the depth 
of a Cootamundra winter. The daily regime was brutal with the children woken at 6 am. They 
would wash, make beds and scrub dormitory floors daily before a frugal 7 a.m. breakfast after 
which lessons for the day would begin. Intended as a convenient placement for girls under 
fourteen years of age, too young to enter domestic service, the older girls were rostered to learn 
cooking, laundry and other domestic duties, preparing them for their lives as domestic labourers 
with white families across NSW.371  
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Figure 37. Girls c1920 (Iris would be in this picture but she is not identified) 
SANSW 4346_a020_a020000150 
 
The training of the girls was the real enterprise of the Cootamundra home, and in that the Board 
had a great deal of success. To 1921 81% of Aboriginal children removed from their families in 
NSW were female, all of whom, in this era, were sent to the Cootamundra home until the age of 
14, then sent out to work. During any one year in the 1920s there would have been between 300 
and 400 Aboriginal girls apprenticed to white homes. Aboriginal wards thus represented 
approximately 1.5% of the domestic workforce at the time.372 This conjunction between “the 
half-caste problem” and the shortage of servants in the state was no co-incidence. As historian 
Vicki Haskins notes: 
The participation of privileged urban housewives in the Board’s apprenticeship system 
was absolutely crucial to its success. In suburban Sydney, unlike the rural districts, white 
women had little experience of Aboriginal servants, and indeed would otherwise have 
had no access to Aboriginal labour. Their decision to take an unknown Aboriginal girl 
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into their home is indeed remarkable, when we consider the Board’s public justification 
of its policy on the grounds that the girls came from “contaminating” and “vicious” 
communities. 373 
*** 
Iris and Mary were taken to the Cootamundra Training Home for Girls in 1919. There they lived 
in dormitories, washed in cold water, and spent their time being prepared for life as domestic 
servants. Iris was sent from Cootamundra to Sydney to work as a maid in 1923. Mary remained 
behind for another two years before being sent to a station in the Cootamundra district. The girls 
did not see each other again until Iris was married and a mother herself. She never returned to 
her beloved home in the mountains, although she spoke fondly of it to her daughter Deanna 
throughout the rest of her life. 
 
After leaving the Girls Home at the age of 14, Iris was apprenticed into a kind family in a 
spacious Sydney apartment, the penthouse of 42 Birriga Rd, Waverley, owned by Mr Keith and 
Mrs Alice Manion. They were well known people in the area, and according to local knowledge, 
owned a good deal of property in the surrounding streets, one of them being named in their 
honour. Mr Manion had built the apartment building as an investment property, reserving the 
entire top floor, all six bedrooms of it, with a 360º view of the Pacific ocean on the eastern side 
and Sydney Harbour on the west, for himself and his family. Iris had a pleasant room, straddled 
between the children’s quarters and the laundry. Notwithstanding that she was in every way 
subject to their authority, she seems to have had a sufficiently happy life for her to stay on until 
1929, an additional two years after her contract officially ended.374 
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uncommon for domestic servants to not be informed of their right to be released. Given that Iris remained on friendly 
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Figure 38. Birriga Rd penthouse apartment where Iris was sent as a maid 
 
It was during her time at the Manions’ that Iris must have met her husband-to-be, Reginald 
Oswald Walker; a Walbunja man, born at Wallaga Lake. Given that the apartment was 
convenient to the La Perouse bus line, Iris could have readily found her way to the community 
that lived on the Mission there, perhaps going to dances and other social events. Reg was living 
close to Prince Henry’s Hospital at the time, receiving treatment for a badly injured knee. Iris 
and Reg married at Kiama in 1931. In their early days together he worked in the mills cutting 
timber, picking peas and beans, and cutting sleepers in the bush, until he bought a boat and began 
a commercial fishing venture operating out of Wreck Bay.375  
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And there the story begins its journey home, for this young couple eventually moved to Cowra 
and had their own family. Their first daughter was Deanna and the story is hers to tell from this 
point on.  
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13. Missing	  objects,	  absent	  people	  
 
At the centre of the curatorial strategies employed in ‘new museology’ is the notion of ‘social 
history’ as the organising principle around which exhibitions are assembled. Here the emphasis 
moves from objects to people and their stories, where any number of techniques, including new 
media, might be used in the service of telling history. At the centre of this proposition is of 
course the assumption that the people whose stories are told know their history or have access to 
the means of finding it out. Such reasoning moves prematurely towards form, where discussions 
of method and outcome assume that content will be available through the normal research 
channels. In the telling of Aboriginal social history however, this approach falls short. Here the 
problems that have infected the collecting of objects that tell narratives other than those aligned 
to a pre-contact past have also infected the telling and writing of Aboriginal history.  
 
Aboriginal people who live in south-eastern Australia in particular are poorly represented in 
large sections of the historical literature, both in local and community derived histories as well as 
academic and scholarly works. How the record is controlled, however, depends upon what is 
included in the official texts. In 2003, despite the historical activities of the 1980s, historian Ann 
Curthoys still referred to Aboriginal histories as ‘hidden histories’, giving an exhaustive account 
of the way in which Aboriginal social history narratives are missing in Australian historical 
literature.376 Although Aboriginal historiography relies heavily on oral history and memory, as 
already demonstrated, the differences between memory and history are under constant scrutiny 
from observers, including readers of history and museum audiences. In representing Aboriginal 
people in the NMA, memory, reflection and reconstruction are all called on, all important aspects 
of asserting identity. But much of this currently displayed material confines the exhibitions 
within the recent past, still within living memory, or alludes to a pre-contact world. Occasionally 
a well known and documented historical character such as Bennelong can break through this 
binary division but generally, Aboriginal history moves between these two familiar tropes.  
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In looking to social history to inform its exhibitions, the NMA suffers the same problems it has 
when looking to its vast stores of ethnographic objects: the objects that could tell a social history 
of Aboriginal life were either stripped of their context at the moment of their entering the 
collections or were not collected at all, rejected at the first instance as ‘impure’.  
Objects	  as	  history	  or	  historical	  objects?	  
Notwithstanding the lack of objects that tell Aboriginal social history, as discussed previously a 
fascination with the material remains of the past had long been part of European intellectual life. 
As early as the 15th century, Italian antiquarians had been investigating the mysterious and 
submerged world of the classical Greeks, digging up statuary and other treasures for display in 
private salons. The buried cities of Pompeii and Herculaneum were of endless fascination to the 
European elite from their discovery in the mid 18th century and a source of inspiration to a long 
line of artists from Mozart to Raphael. By the mid 19th century the Danish founding father of 
archaeology Christian Thomsen had given the European world the three ages system of stone, 
iron and bronze as a structuring form for the phases of the development of man, while 
archaeologists of the new world were discovering the heroic classical architecture of the extinct 
Aztec and Mayan cultures. 
 
The flow of ideas within British and European intellectual circles, although having distinct 
phases across more than four centuries, passed repeatedly through the narrative which lead man 
from a primitive state to a civilized one. The pre-historic stone age and the historical record were 
bridged by a materially rich interlude of a classical and/or biblical era. Its remains were both 
evidence of a teleological progress and a lucrative treasure trove.377 
 
Unlike their distant European relatives, Australian Aborigines began in the stone age and ended 
in the stone age. With no classical past to bridge the distance between pre-history and history, 
there was no material evidence out of which to build a narrative of teleological progression. 
Despite these absences, or perhaps because of them, the Aborigines were fascinating to European 
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collectors of antiquities. Whereas in Europe the stone and wood artefacts which represented the 
early phases of man were rare, here they were everywhere and easily available. Hungry for 
material from such a curious source, European collecting institutions and private individuals 
drove the development of a highly profitable trade in Aboriginal artefacts and human remains.378  
 
While both antiquarian and archaeological attention was focused on a frenzy of collecting and 
ordering, little if any intellectual consideration was given to Aboriginal people’s adaptive 
response to changing cultural and material circumstances other than to notice the loss of ‘pure’ 
forms. As Aboriginal people engaged with imported technology and adapted their own to new 
uses, collectors and commentators shunned their innovations as ‘contaminated’. European 
notions of the past dictated that with no discernible agriculture, no classical past and no built 
heritage, they lacked the traits which could position them within the family of modern man. For 
them, the loss of the attributes of living stone age remnants as well was to lose the very essence 
of their identity as Aborigines. Within imported European discourses then, Aboriginal people 
were historically framed by both a perceived lack of progressive development towards 
civilisation and, as the impacts of colonisation began to hit, by a lack of uncontaminated 
Aboriginality. 
Weighty	  words	  
From the earliest reporting, absence or deficiency were the main descriptors for Aboriginal 
people in the Monaro district. The leakage between social Darwinist thinking and the colonial 
administration became apparent towards the latter part of the 19th century. The extinction motif, 
a logical extension of the absence and deficiency descriptors, was evident much earlier.  
In his first annual report to the Colonial Secretary in 1842 the newly appointed Commissioner of 
Crown Lands John Lambie refers to the “proposal of appropriating a proportion of the Land 
Revenue to the civilisation of the Aborigines”, as central to the administration’s endeavours. 
While his successors would see preserving remnant ‘primitive’ peoples as a priority, these early 
administrators sought to relieve them of their prehistoric burden by admitting them to civilised 
society at the earliest convenience. Lambie in particular saw their lack of civilisation as a highly 
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disagreeable attribute, reserving his faint praise for those who could remove themselves from 
their archaic condition through the labour of agriculture. 
There is one man who has separated himself from his Tribe and has enclosed a small 
portion of Ground … which he cultivated as a Garden, but he is the only instance of any 
attempt being made to adopt the mode of civilised life.379 
For all his blindness to the qualities of Aboriginal culture, including their nuanced manipulation 
of the environment, Lambie at this stage believed that the Ngarigo were capable of being 
civilised. Six years later that belief was waning in the face of his experience. 
The Aborigines are fast decreasing in numbers and it is needless to say that generally 
they retain their wild wandering and unsettled habits and seem as much as ever 
disinclined to remain long in any particular place.380 
From that point his reports commonly link their unsettled and uncivilised ways with their decline 
in numbers.  
 
Lambie’s successors were also concerned with the disappearance of the Aborigines. The next 
Commissioner of Crown Lands, HH Massie, picked up the theme of extinction in his 1856 
annual report when he lamented that  
In all human probability at no very distant period, this singular and in many respects 
interesting race of beings will have perished from off the face of the Earth and the place 
thereof shall know them no more.381 
The motif was reiterated by the following Commissioner, Spencer Bransby, who added 
speculation to the cause of their demise in his 1859 annual report: 
They are rapidly diminishing in number from disease engendered by promiscuous sexual 
intercourse and intemperance. From these causes there are very few births and an infant 
is rarely seen. In the course of a few years there will be but a small number remaining, 
they are vanishing as snow melts before the sun.382 
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The press were complicit in perpetuating the extinction narrative, with the Sydney Mail reporting 
on 9th January 1892 
two of the last aboriginals of the Monaro tableland appear in connection with the 
Governor’s trip. These are respectively Murray Jack, king of the once numerous Wolgal 
tribe, and Mickey. His Majesty Jack died only some two months ago (1891) and is buried 
in the cemetery at Cooma. Mickey lives at Boloco station, Mr Rose’s property, and is still 
hearty enough to lend a hand this year with the shearing.383 
 
The annual census which the Commissioner of Crown Land was obliged to conduct in his role as 
Protector of Aborigines offered statistical proof of the Ngarigo’s apparent inexorable slide into 
oblivion, showing a diminishing return each year in all surveyed locations across the region. 
What the census did not record however is the number of Aboriginal people no longer living in 
the surveyed locations (chosen for their reputations as blacks’ camps) but living and working 
within the increasingly dominant pastoral community as stockmen, sheep washers and domestic 
labourers. That is not to say that the Aboriginal population on the Monaro did not diminish 
rapidly in this period. Their imminent extinction however seemed to take its time. In 1895, three 
years after the reporting of ‘Mickey at Boloco’ being the sole remaining aborigine, the dentist, 
tobacconist, bacteriologist, antiquarian collector and anthropologist Richard Helms gave a paper 
to the Linnean Society of NSW in which he reported 
The Monaro tribe … is also nearly extinct, and of their once numerous hordes only two 
or three half-civilised, demoralised individuals remain. [The squatters’] grandchildren 
will know the blacks only from hearsay and by what remains of their less perishable 
implements of war i.e. a few stone hatchets that may occasionally be turned up during 
ploughing or otherwise discovered.384 
The records however show that two years later the Delegate Aboriginal Reserve was gazetted, 
with as many as 30 or so individuals using it as a camping place seasonally. These people would 
likely have had a degree of literacy, been employed on pastoral stations and in other local 
industries such as timber milling and mining, and kept their extant cultural practices to 
themselves. 
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These reports not only recorded the changing nature of the Ngarigo population, they placed both 
extinction and the lack of civilisation (including the lack of agriculture) in the centre of 
administrative and intellectual discourses. Thirty-one years after Helms’ paper in 1926, Felix 
Mitchell, writing in celebration of 75 years since the founding of Cooma, begins his opus with a 
meditation on the aborigines of his local district. As an exemplary local historian of his era, he 
paid strict attention to the archives and not surprisingly found that: 
Throughout Australia, contact with the white man, has involved the extinction of the 
aboriginal, and unfortunately the tribes of Manaro seem to have been no exception to this 
rule.385 
No doubt his close observation of his own surroundings in Cooma confirmed what the records 
told him, that there were no aborigines left on the Monaro. The people of Cooma however 
couldn’t help but be aware of the contradictory figure of renowned blacktracker Alex Brindle, 
who even as Mitchell was writing, lived in Lambie St, the main street of Cooma at the time, with 
his large family. Employed by the NSW Police Force and having an unusually high standing in 
the local community as a wise and occasionally lenient upholder of law and order, Brindle did 
not have the requisite primitive qualities to be considered a ‘real aborigine’ despite being a paid 
public servant in exactly that capacity. 
 
Mitchell’s small book opens the window on a moment of transition in the historiography of the 
region. Drawing on both the archival records and his own local knowledge, Mitchell’s history sat 
in accord with the wisdom of the day. For all its seemingly benign parochial interests however, 
Back To Cooma had an influence way beyond Mitchell’s ambitions. He had created the first 
secondary source for future historians to call on and in doing so provided a key piece of textual 
evidence in the 50 years of history writing that followed.  
Still	  missing	  
Thirty-four years after the 1926 publication of Back to Cooma, the internationally renowned 
historian W H Hancock turned his considerable intellectual force to the history of the region. The 
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result was the groundbreaking historical/environmental contemplation Discovering Monaro. 
Already a celebrated and distinguished scholar by the time he came to this writing, Hancock 
spent much of the work investigating questions of Aboriginal occupation and land use in ways 
that had never been done before.  
 
Even as he was researching Monaro in the late 1960s, the popular press of the district and the 
local environmental administrators were espousing the still extant ‘no agriculture, no built 
heritage = primitive’ position in an almost direct reiteration of their predecessors’ reporting, for 
example in this 1967 article by the Kosciusko State Park Superintendent in the Cooma-Monaro 
Express 
They knew no fences, no buildings or permanent improvements. The mountains were 
theirs for brief summer visits for the weird ceremonies of the Bogong Moth feasts and 
initiation rites. They had no stock to graze upon the delicate mountain plants … they built 
no roads, mined no gold, felled no forests.386 
 
In the face of such prevailing attitudes, Hancock was radical in his crediting Aboriginal people 
with an economy and with having a regime of what Rhys Jones later termed ‘fire-stick 
farming’.387 And yet his drive for a grand narrative of the Aborigines blinded him in the way he 
accuses others of being blinded. Of one of the founding fathers of the pastoral industry in the 
region whose diaries he quotes he says 
[He] tells us nothing at all about that most conspicuous ecological disclimax and human 
tragedy, the destruction of the native men who had hunted the native animals.388 
He then goes on to list the entirety of the considerable primary and secondary sources used to 
prove the extinction of the Ngarigo, concluding with this lament. 
There still survived two members of the Ngarigo tribe, Bony Jack and his son 
Biggenhook... In June 1914 [Biggenhook] died, and with him died the Ngarigo.389 
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His inability to disengage from the idea that Aboriginal people were not just “men who had 
hunted the native animals” but were active in the pastoral industry about which he was writing, 
left him unable to fully critique his sources. Alex Brindle the Ngarigo blacktracker died an old 
man sometime during the late 1960s. He was alive when Hancock first began researching 
Discovering Monaro and it is a tantalising thought that the two men, had they met, might have 
made an extraordinary and collaborative contribution to Australian history writing.  
 
Hancock’s reiteration of the extinction narrative demonstrates how powerful the undertow of 
textual sources can be. It proves the veracity of Paul Carter’s 1988 assessment of Australian 
historiography when in the year of the Australian bicentenary he wrote.  
If Aborigines remain outside white history this reflects, not on the Aborigines, but rather 
on the essential nature of history… [The] history which most of our contemporary 
historians practice is essentially a legitimation of selected earlier documents … The fact 
that history is essentially an act of interpretation, a re-reading of documents, means that it 
hides our origins from us. For, by its nature, history excludes all that is not quoted or 
written down.  
Hancock excluded not only all that was not quoted or written down, but some of what was. 
Bounded by the methods of his era, he was not ready for wide inter-disciplinary engagement 
which limited his ideas of what constituted a source. One of his telling omissions was material 
collected by linguist Luise Hercus who by the early 1960s had begun recording extant Ngarigo 
language spoken by people living in Orbost, Victoria. Orbost is a town on the Gippsland coast at 
the mouth of the Snowy River, not more than an hour’s drive from the south eastern border of 
Ngarigo country. This material had been deposited in what would become the AIATSIS archive 
and would have been available to Hancock.390 One of Hercus’ informants was Alec Booth, by 
then a man in his 70s. He is cited by Hercus for ‘language elicitation’ in southern Ngarigu [sic]. 
We know he was raised on the Delegate Reserve as he is named by the police sergeant as one of 
the children asked to leave the Delegate School under protest from the local white parents in 
1904.391 He was 12 years old at the time. His recording work with Hercus 56 years later is strong 
evidence that Ngarigo was spoken on the Delegate Reserve at the turn of the century.  
                                                
390  Hercus (1964) 
391 See chapter 9 
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New	  historiography	  
Despite the publication of Discovering Monaro three years after Stanner’s paradigm-shifting 
1969 Boyer Lectures After the Dreaming, and nine years after Diane Barwick’s similarly 
revolutionary PhD thesis A little more than kin it was not yet time for a revision of research 
methods. The following 10 years however saw a new wave of history writing, beginning with the 
advent of the journal Aboriginal History in 1977. 392 
 
Initiated by a group of concerned academics at the Australian National University, the 
Aboriginal History Journal, from its inception, set out to challenge historiographic practice in 
relation to Indigenous Australians. Its founders were unambiguous in their agenda and proposals 
for the establishment of the journal included the following directions: 
• considerable importance will be attached to Aboriginal oral tradition, vernacular 
writings etc.  
• the Journal will also serve as a means of recording Aboriginal history from its source  
• the Journal should bear witness to the importance and dignity of Aboriginal history and 
cultural heritage. [We therefore] suggest at least one coloured illustration reproduced as 
a contribution in its own right 
• Care should be taken to consult Aboriginal authorities393  
 
By 1981 a working group of Aboriginal historians were articulating their own agenda. In an article 
entitled ‘Why Aboriginal history should be written by Aboriginal people’ they made clear their 
position:  
• We are ‘guardians and custodians of our history and culture, and it is our responsibility to 
pass on to future generations our set of truths’ 
• We, as Aboriginal people, can begin to rectify the white misconceptions about our history 
by writing it ourselves.’  
                                                
392 Barwick (1963); Stanner (1969) 
393 Australia 1939-1988, matters relating to Aboriginal history, vol 3: 21-35, cited by Macfarlane (2006.) 
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• Aboriginal people will look at documents and come to quite different conclusions, in the 
main, from white historians, because we are ultimately responsible to ‘our own mob’ and 
not to the discipline of history nor the white concept of knowledge’. 394 
 
Both the writers of history which featured Aboriginal people and the discipline of history itself 
had been put on notice. Historical narratives in which white text-based sources were privileged 
over non-text based sources and where ethnographic assumptions disallowed Aboriginal 
historical agency were no longer acceptable.  
 
Despite this call for a revised historiographic method, the extinction narrative held on in the 
Monaro. In 1987, Klaus Henueke was still able to preface his history of the high country with a 
tribute to the lost Ngarigo where he mourned the fact that 
Diseases brought in by white man, harassment and loss of tribal land led to their demise 
and by 1914 all the local Aborigines had died.395 
This was reiterated perhaps even more shockingly by the renowned writer and thinker George 
Seddon in his 1994 tribute to the Snowy River, Searching for the Snowy, where his apparently 
grudging attempt to deal with an Aboriginal presence was capped with 
By 1866, there were said to be only two survivors, Bony Jack and his son, Biggenhook, 
who died in 1914.396 
With no other literature to hand and no inclination to investigate beyond written sources, both 
men were confident to repeat Hancock’s findings, almost word for word. 
 
By the end of the 1980s researchers from related disciplines had begun to call for a review of 
Ngarigo history. As early as 1987 archaeologist (and subsequent member of the Aboriginal 
History editorial board) Brian Egloff had noticed how often the Delegate Reserve came up in 
conversation among his Aboriginal informants on the south coast of NSW and the north east 
coast of Victoria. In a report on places of cultural significance to Aboriginal people in the 
southern portion of the Eden woodchip area, he called for urgent research into the Delegate 
                                                
394 Working Party of Aboriginal Historians for the Bicentennial History 1788-1988, 1981: cited by Macfarlane (2006.) 
395 Hueneke (1987):16 
396 Seddon (1994):120 
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Reserve while some of the elderly people who were born and grew up there still lived.397  Seven 
years later geographer Sue Wesson similarly came across references to Delegate during her 
Australian Alps oral history project and, like Egloff, recommended further historical 
investigation. Neither of these suggestions was taken up and the last of the people who were born 
on the Delegate Reserve, Uncle Arthur MacLeod, died in 2007 before research of any significant 
scale was undertaken.398 
 
Notwithstanding the tenacious grip of the Monaro’s dominant extinction narrative, a new 
generation of writers entered the Australian history scene during the 1980s whose often 
revisionist narratives bit deep into public culture, including into the politics of engagement 
between government authorities and Aboriginal people. It was no longer good enough for 
institutions to perpetuate outmoded notions of Aboriginal history or identity. Administrative 
protocols began to shift in accordance with the new politic. One manifestation of this 
engagement was the adoption of Recommendation 315 of the 1991 Royal Commission into 
Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. Also known as the Millstream Recommendation after a celebrated 
negotiation in Western Australia, Recommendation 315 proposed that state and territory 
governments should amongst other things:  
• [Move towards] joint management arrangements between Aboriginal people and national 
park management agencies;  
• Encourage involvement of Aboriginal people in the development of management plans 
for national parks;  
• Facilitate the control of cultural heritage information by Aboriginal people;  
 
By 1997 the Aboriginal ownership and joint management of national parks in NSW had become 
a legal right under Part 4A of the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974 (NSW).399 This 
legislated imperative drove a need for the formation of identified Aboriginal groups who could 
                                                
397 Egloff (1987) 
398 Wesson (1994):MS 3397 (AIATSIS) 
399 See Escartin and Campbell (2006); Archaeologist Isabel McBryde played a central role in the adoption of this 
legislation. See Macfarlane, Mountain et al. (2005) for a full discussion on her work up to and including this 
development. 
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speak on behalf of country and with whom National Parks could begin to establish relationships. 
Kosciusko National Park, which at 150 kilometres in length running from the Victorian border to 
the Australian Capital Territory is the largest park in New South Wales, had no choice but to 
follow the Act. Stepping away from the extinction narrative, the staff in the Jindabyne National 
Parks office began the task of finding the ‘missing’ Aboriginal people of the Monaro, a move 
initiated by Parks Officer Mike Young. Young took an immediate and radical step, one that had 
been spurned by history writers on the Monaro for the best part of a century, and spoke to an 
Aboriginal person, namely his Indigenous colleague in the Narooma National Parks office, 
ranger Chris Griffiths. He asked Griffiths for advice on how he might find information on the 
Aboriginal people of the Monaro and on Griffiths’ recommendation met with Ngarigo Elder 
Margaret Dixon and her niece Ellen Mundy. That meeting inspired what would become the 
modest but myth-breaking NPWS publication Aboriginal People of the Monaro. An annotated 
documentary history which pulls together primary and secondary sources, Young’s work offers 
an important alternative literature including oral histories, newly found colonial blanket records, 
birth and death certificates and family photos.  
Power	  source	  
Although Aboriginal People of the Monaro makes a significant contribution to the untold story 
of the Ngarigo, the collecting together of primary and secondary sources does not in itself shift 
popular perceptions of the Aboriginal past. The Ngarigo homelands were not just invaded by 
cattle and sheep, they were invaded by stories, powerful stories of origination that have left an 
indelible mark on not just local identity but on national identity. It is the commemoration of one 
of these stories, the Snowy-Hydroelectric scheme, which dominates the memorialising of the 
Cooma-Jindabyne region as an historical landscape.  
 
The story of the Snowy Hydroelectric Scheme begins with an engineering feat: made up of 16 
major dams, seven power stations (two underground), a pumping station, 145kms of inter-
connected trans-mountain tunnels and 80kms of aqueducts, the Scheme, even before it was 
completed, was named as one of the civil engineering wonders of the modern world. Begun in 
1949, it took 25 years to complete and more than 100,000 people from over 30 countries came to 
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Australia to work on it. The story of its making has many elements of a parable: the majestic yet 
inhospitable country which yielded to man’s intelligent and fearless intervention; men of many 
languages united in common endeavour and; a modern vision of the future made manifest 
through technology. That the Scheme had found its place not only as a provider of electricity but 
as a symbol of national identity was tested in 2006 when the Commonwealth and the NSW and 
Victorian State Governments attempted to privatize the Scheme. The massive public outcry 
which erupted on the announcement of the plan drove Prime Minister John Howard to issue a 
statement in which he admits his underestimation of the affection with which the Scheme was 
held. He told the nation that 
There is overwhelming feeling in the community that the Snowy is an icon. It’s part of 
the great saga of post-World War II development in Australia. It conjures many stories of 
tens of thousands of European migrants coming and blending with each other and in the 
process of working on the Snowy becoming part of this country. And people feel that. I 
have been surprised by the level of public disquiet. It’s turned out to be much greater than 
I expected.400 
Although the impending sale of the Scheme tested it as a symbol of national identity, it did not 
open it to any significant critical examination. Fifty years ago when the rising tide of the 
dammed waters swamped towns and valleys in the Snowy Mountains, no one questioned it was 
the right thing to do. Despite the fact that the Scheme currently pulls up to 90% of the water out 
of the Snowy River leaving it in some places little more than a weed infested creek, the will to 
save the river outside of the local river communities is nowhere near the will that emerged to 
save the Scheme from privatisation.401 
 
Today the landscape is dotted with reminders of the achievement (aside from the massive dam): 
a large museum and visitors’ centre offers a detailed account of the story, including a scale 
replica of the scheme; memorials in parks and car-stops tell of the men who travelled from across 
the globe to work on the project; and annual commemorative events are the highlight of the local 
                                                
400 Reported by Channel Nine news Fri June 2nd 2006 
401 See Miller and Australian Broadcasting Corporation (2005) for the story of the local campaign to save the river. 
The campaigns to save the river and stop the privatization of the hydro-electric scheme were linked through their 
mutual aim to keep decision making processes about the region within public control.  
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social calendar. That the Prime Minister was moved to involve himself in what threatened to 
become a nationwide emotional imbroglio demonstrates that the interest is not merely local. The 
intensity with which stories such as this move beyond their geographic location demonstrates the 
power of their archetypal resonances. 
The	  (Koori)	  Man	  from	  Snowy	  River	  
It is not the story of the power station which is the real heart of this mountain country however, 
but another story of triumph and courage: its hero is a pioneer who through his hard labour and 
quick wits, his taciturn yet humorous demeanour and his prowess on the back of a horse, not to 
mention his application of appropriate agricultural techniques, prevailed in a majestic yet harsh 
environment. The Man from Snowy River is the central character in this story and today he 
flourishes in the annual Man from Snowy River Award offered at the Snowy River Festival. The 
Festival’s publicity material invites the public to participate in the world of this mythic hero 
during a weekend in late spring for a two day event that combines cool climate wines, boutique 
primary produce and extreme horse sports in magnificent surroundings.  
On the Banks of the Snowy River, Dalgety, NSW, Australia  
‘Where the best and boldest riders take their place’.... A B Paterson  
BANJO MADE IT FAMOUS, NOW WE MAKE IT FUN  
Banjo Paterson was inspired by not one particular man, but all Australian horsemen in 
their rawest forms. The ‘Man from Snowy River’ was penned to celebrate this unique 
battler and harness the heritage that all Australians can identify with. The Snowy River 
Festival is a vision of Banjo’s poem, a weekend full of true Australian Horsemanship, 
action packed bush festival events, heritage displays and stories, all showcased on the 
iconic Snowy River, Dalgety, NSW, Australia. 402 
 
Dalgety faces serious competition in its entitlement to The Man from Snowy River from the 
Victorian town of Corryong. Despite being 160kms from the actual river and the other side of 
both the mountains and the Victorian state border, Corryong lays claim to something Dalgety 
cannot: the Man himself, Jack Riley. While Dalgety brushes over this historical figure by 
                                                
402 Snowy River Festival brochure – from Dalgety Caravan Park, September 2007  
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celebrating “all Australian horsemen in their rawest forms”, Corryong puts Jack squarely in the 
centre of the rival event The Man from Snowy River Bush Festival. This festival, held in April 
each year, differs from its contender by citing the long dead Jack as its main attraction with an 
appeal to his corporeal presence in an invitation to “Visit Jack Riley’s grave at the Corryong 
Cemetery or learn more about the legend and the mountains at The Man from Snowy River Folk 
Museum.”  
 
Despite this focus on Riley as the town’s and the festival’s centrepiece, there is no mention of the 
persistent rumour that he was the son of an Irish father and an Aboriginal mother. Local 
historians have long said that he was an Irish immigrant to Australia as a 13-year-old in 1851, 
that he worked as a tailor near Omeo before becoming a stockman, mountain rider, horse-
breaker, bushman and tracker of wild horses and that he met Banjo Paterson on a camping trip 
while working at Tom Groggin cattle station in the Upper Murray Valley as a manager.403 But 
this story cannot shake the oral tradition that he was of mixed ancestry and a relative of known 
mountain people still alive today, a story that persists in Aboriginal communities on both sides of 
the state border. Spelling changes to Riley’s name do open a possibility for mistaken identity, 
and Banjo Paterson was known to have created the Man from Snowy River from a composite of 
mountain men, one of whom may well have been of Aboriginal descent. Any contemporary 
claim to Jack’s Aboriginality however cannot be satisfied purely by historical evidence, of which 
there is very little. This shadow story is both a counterpoint to the sublimating myth of The Man 
from Snowy River and a conversation with it. It is a counterpoint in that it punctures the 
membrane of a reified past; it is a conversation in that it brings to the fable an important and 
unremembered historical fact: that Aboriginal men were integral to the founding of Australia’s 
high country pastoral industry. That this alternative narrative is not widely heard outside of the 
Aboriginal community is not surprising when the modest historical figure of Jack Riley, his now 
sadly diminished river or the poem itself do not hold a full explanation of the overbearing 
cultural weight they are collectively asked to carry.  
 
                                                
403 Semmler (1996):154-157 
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Banjo’s literary descendent poet Les Murray keenly understands the troughs along which our 
deep longing for a past flow when he observes that  
Australians are said to spend more of their spiritual energy in quests for enshrined 
symbols of identity than in any other pursuit; worship of the past in Australia is one of 
the great secular religions.404 
Despite its central role in this secular worship of the past, the Anglo-settler myth of the Man 
from Snowy River not only excludes the Aboriginal people whose country the story was enacted 
in but those whose ancestors were not part of the originating colonial moment. Big stories such 
as these are powerful cultural forces and as such serve to reinforce the perceived extinction of the 
Ngarigo. The momentum of the narrative encourages obliviousness to the fact that other people’s 
country, other people’s history is being crushed under its cultural weight. Observing this 
domination is a sobering meditation on the processes which work against inclusion of the 
Ngarigo in available written history. In this context, the Davisons and other families within the 
Ngarigo Traditional Owners group, without any self-conscious discussion of history, offer not 
only a challenge to the truth of their extinction, but a much richer and more interesting 
engagement with the past. This is not just a contemporary truth but has been so since the 
beginning. Aboriginal people have had a presence on the Monaro all along but they continue to 
remain mostly outside of white interests, not just excluded but shamefully extinguished by them. 
                                                
404 Murray (1984):114 
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14. Conclusion	  
This thesis has thus far been about things that are missing: the Aboriginal people who are 
missing from the history of the Monaro and Snowy Mountains; the objects that might tell their 
story that are missing from the National Historical Collection of the NMA; and the questions 
which set this research in train, which missed the point. Our collective cultural eye has been 
conditioned to see the dark shape of these holes, rarely looking at the edges which are crowded 
with objects and people and other questions not yet in view.  
 
Predictably, it was Deanna who helped me, as she had on so many occasions, to shift my gaze to 
this crowded periphery. What I saw, much to my delight, was what I had started the project 
looking for four years previously: her ‘collection’. In the final field work trip of the project we 
travelled together to Bombala to attend a meeting between the traditional owners and the NPWS 
staff regarding the placement of the Delegate Reserve site on the national Aboriginal Places 
Register. The rangers and the Ngarigo families met at the NPWS Bombala office prior to a field 
trip to the site. We gathered around the table of the conference room to learn about the Places 
Register criteria. As the ranger talked through the various qualities the site must have for 
inclusion, the conversation moved enthusiastically to the days gone by on the old Reserve. None 
of the participants had actually lived there but they remembered their parents’ memories; none 
more so than Sharon and Deb, daughters of Uncle Arthur McLeod. Uncle Arthur was the last 
surviving resident of the Reserve. He had passed away a couple of years before. Memories of 
Uncle Arthur were always fun and affectionately told. He was a dear old chap, sadly missed by 
his two girls, as well as by his niece Deanna. The girls enjoyed telling the story of their road trip 
to Delegate with the old man, and their small audience this morning was encouraging. Everyone 
nodded as they began:  
The old man had so often expressed to them how much he missed the mountain home of 
his childhood they decided to take him back there while they still could. They drove from 
Wreck Bay, six or seven hours away. As they pulled up at the entrance to the old site, 
Arthur leapt out of the car with great excitement and began pointing to spots in an 
unremarkable expanse of bare fields running between the road and the river. All the 
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disappeared features of the landscape re-appeared with his remembering: there was the 
old cemetery, that was the place of the cabins, this was the old road. The girls laughed as 
they told the story; he had bounced up and down on an outcrop of rocks – that’s where I 
used to play as a boy!  
 
That evening the three of them were in the pub having dinner when they noticed a table 
of people staring at them. What did they want? The three of them returned to their meal 
and their conversation but couldn’t help notice when once again the same table was 
staring at them. This time the oldest of the group rose from his chair and walked over. Is 
your name Arthur by any chance? Yes it is. You didn’t used to live at the old Reserve did 
you? Yes I did. Well my name’s Arthur too and I think we went to the Delegate Primary 
School together. At that the two Arthurs fell into an amazed reminiscing. The families 
joined their tables together and an unexpected night of storytelling and collective 
remembering ensued. The local (non-Aboriginal) family wouldn’t hear of anything less 
than the girls and their dad staying with them at their home. New friends had been made 
from the old, deep, tangled ties to a shared place and to the shared past.405  
We all loved this story and the presence of old Arthur was palpable, so much so that Deanna was 
moved to reveal exactly how present he was. “Bless him”, she said, “I’ve bought him with me 
today.” With that she reached into her bag and pulled out the Order of Service from the old 
man’s funeral. Sharon laughed and pulled out her own copy of the same document. Yes, Uncle 
Arthur was indeed with us at the meeting.  
 
It was only later that I realised the implications of this moment. Over the years I had seen 
Deanna refer to other Orders of Service she kept stashed, to dig out a birth date or name of a 
spouse. They are great documents for historians: they come with a photo on the front cover; they 
record the dates of birth and death; and they list other family members by name (loving father 
of...., brother to …, much missed grandpa of...). That they are paper is also important - in that 
regard they are texts, an archive that can be filed and referred to again, source documents that 
offer proof and validation. They can be photocopied. They can be sent in the mail to people who 
                                                
405 Feld notes from a meeting of NPWS staff and Ngarigo Traditional Owners regarding the placing of the Delegate 
Aboriginal Reserve on the Aboriginal Places Register, 10th March, 2009 
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could not attend the funeral. Most of all they tell a story central to the historiographic interests of 
Aboriginal people, at least all those of my acquaintance and, more widely, by those whose lives 
have been documented by historians and writers of various genres, both Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal. This central interest is undoubtedly family history. 
*** 
As noted earlier, when Graeme Davison referred to the survey in which Australians were asked 
to rank the sources of information about the past that they most trust, he reported that museums 
topped the poll.406 What he didn’t mention was a point pursued by historian Maria Nugent when 
she noted that “Aboriginal people interviewed as part of the [same survey] uniformly rated the 
family, or family stories, extremely highly in terms of trustworthiness as a source about the past. 
 
In contrast, they routinely rated [sources] such as museums and schools much lower, both in 
comparison to their families and... with the rankings given... by non-Aboriginal respondents.”407 
She goes on to address the point made by Diane Barwick in the 1970s, which is that “most 
Aborigines grow up learning two kinds of history: the memories preserved by their families and 
the humiliating textbook history taught in schools which denies the realities of their past and 
present.”408 Although Nugent concedes that such dissonant experience no longer “characterises 
Australian school curricula in the way that it once did”, Aboriginal people still grow up 
“knowing ‘two kinds of history’: their own, ‘preserved by their families’; and that told in the 
wider Australian community.” Given that Ann Curthoys still considered Aboriginal histories to 
be largely ‘hidden histories’ almost 10 years after Nugent’s paper was published, she may have 
been over-optimistic in her appraisal of school curricula. In this context Deanna’s Order of 
Service collection can be seen as one of the few written sources that has a reliable provenance.  
 
That Deanna identified her own family history as a principal interest was consistent with the 
experience of Nugent and other historians in the field, including Aboriginal historians working 
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with the stories of their own families.409 Allowing this interest to form the centre of this thesis 
required that I take a chronological narrative approach. This schema did not limit the story to a 
narrow circle of interest but rather allowed it to open into an examination of the issues faced by 
each generation in turn. The first generation to which I paid attention, alive in the early to mid 
19th century (James Brindle’s mother) dealt with invasion and early dispossession. James and 
Emily Brindle, from the mid 19th to the early 20th centuries, felt the full power of the early 
Christian missionaries and the sway of their increasing administrative influence. The Reserve 
dwellers and pastoral workers of the late 19th to mid 20th century maintained a life in country 
where they were able to form relationships within the wider community until once again the 
administration intervened. The 20th century, as for so many Aboriginal people, was a century of 
separation, in this instance the separation of Deanna’s mother from country and relatives. Each 
of the generations was touched by the big stories of their time and so provide a window onto to a 
larger history. Again, this is consistent with Nugent’s observation that “Aboriginal family history 
is always implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, engaged with other historical narratives, both at a 
local and national level … Doing family history becomes itself … a history lesson.”410 
 
Given that these family narratives “always engage with other historical narratives”, and given 
that family history is clearly the most appealing place to begin a discussion of the past for so 
many Aboriginal people, the Museum’s interests are best served by acknowledging this starting 
point as the most productive when initiating research processes. Clearly this is not news to the 
Museum. Relationships with families and communities are central to the strategies deployed by 
curators in developing exhibitions which refer to individuals, such as the Mayor Edward ‘Ted’ 
Simpson display or the Bilin Bilin module within the Resistance exhibition. The imperative of the 
Museum to tell social history stories that are of interest to an audience beyond the family 
however, drives a broader approach in developing thematic groupings. The most recent example 
of this conjunction is the touring exhibition From Little Things Big Things Grow: Fighting for 
Indigenous Rights 1920-1970. Here the story of the Indigenous civil rights movement is told 
through the ‘voices’ of the participants and the objects which exemplify their life stories. In this 
respect the stories were drawn from ‘family history’, with oral history interviews making up a 
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significant part of the exhibition. The compilation of these stories however demonstrates that the 
individuals were also part of a ‘movement’ and the overall display brought into focus the 
effectiveness of their collective struggle. 
 
Although a thematic exhibition such as this offers enormous scope in its methodology, it also 
limits the capacity of the story to travel beyond its thematic boundaries and there is a risk of the 
narrative falling into polemics. This is particularly the case where the subject matter is inherently 
political and it is a criticism that has been levelled at exhibitions within the GFA since its 
opening in 2001, although not in the instance of From Little Things Big Things Grow.411 
 
It is the way in which genealogical narratives such as that of Deanna’s family as told in this 
thesis “assume broader proportions as local and community histories” which might offer further 
choices for the Museum to pursue in its curatorial strategies.412 The phenomenon of the family 
history/local history nexus can partly be explained, as Nugent notes, by the “social organisation 
of Aboriginal people, who … identify themselves not only through kinship but also through 
place. [It is in this way that] Aboriginal family histories are … also always local histories.” The 
history of Deanna’s family clearly demonstrates Nugent’s observation. In a similar vein, “given 
that through the historical processes that confined Aboriginal families together on designated 
reserves during the protection/ segregation era, it is not surprising that the history of one 
Aboriginal family often also functions as a community history.”413 It is however the contribution 
of the elderly white people to Ngarigo history, and in this case study to Deanna Davison’s story, 
which offers an insight into how porous the boundaries are between family, local and community 
histories. This is particularly so when the engagement moves beyond worn out tropes such as 
those pursued by ‘local historians’ or historians confined by narrowly defined themes, such as 
‘high country pioneers’. By using family/ location/ community as a starting point, the narrative 
might open thematically in unexpected ways. The Snowy Mountains history I have presented 
here for example could re-visit the ever-popular ‘high country pioneers’ as a theme, but the story 
of complex cross-cultural engagement at its centre would be an enriched narrative with moments 
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of shame and celebration, romance and intervention, innovation and oppression that would take 
the story beyond its current narrative boundaries. Similarly the history of the Delegate Reserve 
would make a rewarding location for a narrative about community, in all its diversity, and serve 
to repopulate the country with historical Aboriginal figures. The question the museum might ask 
is “by what material means can these stories be told?” A clue was offered to Fabri Blacklock by 
Aunty Patricia Davis-Hurst when she explained that “There’s one thing that Kooris do like 
looking at and that’s pictures. I mean you write a book with no pictures, people will just put it 
down and they won’t even bother going through it. But if they see pictures they always go 
through it to see if there’s someone there they know.”414 
Pictures	  of	  the	  past	  
That Deanna treasured the Order of Service pages from the funerals of friends and relatives was 
both a revelation to me, and not entirely unexpected. I had noticed documents of this type were 
cherished by many of the people I had spoken to in the course of this research; caches of 
newspaper articles, occasionally small locally produced booklets and most often family 
photographs, were consulted for verification, reminders and beginning points for stories about 
the old days. The members of this community were not alone in this practice, as Blacklock 
reported: 
Koori people love looking at photographs of their families, extended families, friends, 
and themselves and seeing who they know in them. [It is] a really good way of 
stimulating people’s memories and finding out about stories of the past. Every photo has 
a story to tell of a time and a place and it is fascinating listening to all the yarns from the 
old days.415 
Gaynor MacDonald similarly noted in her work with Wiradjuri people that “tins, cardboard 
boxes and albums hold one of the most prized and jealously guarded of all ‘material’ 
possessions, the family photos. They are used to tell and recall stories, introduce people to kin, as 
items of exchange and as important statements of identity and belonging in the spatial and 
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temporal politics of kinship.”416 As soon as I began working with members of the Ngarigo and 
south-coast community it was clear that photographs constituted the primary means through 
which their history was given material expression. Framed photo portraits were ubiquitous in 
lounge rooms and hallways and photos were pulled out whenever I asked about life stories. 
Cabinets and bedside tables, kitchen dressers and lounge room mantelpieces were variously 
covered in Pixie studio family portraits, hand-tinted wedding photos, holiday snaps, baby photos, 
family picnics, dances, 21sts. Similarly the family album was always close to hand and I noticed 
the way in which looking at its pages was a highly socialized occupation. The photos and the 
relationships they depict were re-enlivened with each viewing, allowing for an ongoing 
development of the historical narrative; corrections, additions, discussions and embellished 
stories were all part of the experience.  
 
Photographs are of no small interest to museums either, both now and in the past. The camera, 
almost at its moment of invention, became an important strategy in the museum’s project of 
assembling and categorizing its material collections. Not surprisingly the ‘native’ was a favourite 
photographic subject, both in landscape and in staged studio settings. The coincidence of new 
technology which made photographs both cheap and quick to produce and the burgeoning 
interest in physical anthropology at the turn of the 20th century produced not only vast 
photograph collections within museum holdings but a lucrative market for ethnographic 
photographs amongst the general public as well. Many Australian studio photographers turned 
their craft to producing pages of composite front and profile views of Aboriginal people, re-
casting their previously idealized native subjects as scientific specimens. These photographs 
travelled widely through centres of learning, including university anatomy and anthropology 
departments.417 Moving in the opposite direction, ethnographic compositions began circulating in 
Aboriginal families, read alternatively as portraits and likenesses.418 Similarly, Aboriginal 
                                                
416 MacDonald (2003):225 
417 See Lydon (2005), Edwards (2001) 
418 Historian Heather Goodall offers a potent example of the circulation of ethnographic photographs within an 
Aboriginal community in north west NSW in Goodall (2006). The Melbourne Museum comments directly on this kind 
of exchange between museums and Aboriginal people in the Koori Voices exhibition within the Bunjilaka Gallery 
where both historic and contemporary photographs are arranged for the audience to experience as pages of a photo 
album. 
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photographers have contributed important works to museum collections such as Ricky 
Maynard’s Mutton Birding series held by the NMA.  
 
So why were photographs not offered as a ‘collection’ in response to my original enquiry? For 
Deanna’s family, the photographs come to an abrupt halt somewhere in the 1960s. With no 
photos of her mother or her grandparents, the oldest people in the album are herself and her 
husband. This gap depicts the breach of continuity in her family line, silently marking the 
moment in 1919 when at 10 years of age, her mother, was taken from Delegate Reserve to 
Cootamundra Girl’s Home. She never returned to her place of origin although she spoke 
longingly of it all her life. Deanna inherited both the country and the longing but no photos. 
Home	  coming	  
As objects hovering in the periphery of this project, photographs emerged from other collections 
to fill in some of the gaps. In the making of this story two have been added to Deanna’s family 
album; one of Emily Peters as a young girl by the Avon River; the other of Billy Rutherford in a 
tweed sports jacket and hat. Rumours were also lingering in the shadows, waiting for their 
moment to circulate afresh; the misty rumours around the origins of the Brindle name for 
example started to swirl as our questions about who, when and where made their way into local 
networks.  
 
Iris had introduced me to Jim Osborne, the current owner of Nungatta station, during one of our 
research trips. Jim is not a descendant of Alexander Weatherhead, the 19th century owner of the 
property purported to be the source of the Brindle name, but is nonetheless a third generation 
Nungatta man. His family bought the property after WWII and has run cattle on it for 60 years. 
Unlike his forebears, Jim is not a cattle farmer but a landscape architect and he has turned his 
craft to the degraded, over-grazed landscape of Nungatta with huge success. His newly 
conceived sustainable management plan is a blend of old and new techniques that seek to return 
the station to not only a profitable business but to an intelligent development of animal habitat, 
eco-tourism, plantation crops and cattle (although the latter mainly for their heritage associations 
with the property). So innovative is the plan that the station was awarded the Australian Institute 
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of Landscape Architects NSW Medal, the highest professional recognition available. Part of 
Jim’s strategy in the sustainable development of Nungatta is a re-engagement with the historical 
and cultural landscape as well as with the physical. He had been thinking about how he might 
approach this more conceptual area of the plan when his chance meeting with Deanna’s daughter 
Iris alerted him to the Brindle story. It was an important moment for both of them.  
 
I was introduced to Jim in August of 2009 and we followed up with several conversations about 
the Aboriginal history of the area. Then one day he rang me with news. 
He’d been chatting to a couple of pig shooters from Bombala who’d been hunting on 
horseback up round the escarpment area. They’d dropped by the house to let people know 
what they were doing and no doubt to find out the latest gossip about the place. Jim 
raised the subject of the Weatherheads and the Brindles. Did they know anything about 
an Aboriginal child fathered on the property? Oh yes, they told him, that must have been 
Alex Weatherhead who lived in Alex’s hut with his Aboriginal wife and child. 
Apparently one of old Weatherhead’s sons went off with a black woman and lived with 
her at Alex’s Hut.  
Jim knew of the locality still known as ‘Alex’s Hut’. It was just off the Nungatta property 
boundary. The name has outlasted whatever makeshift building had been erected there, as no 
remains of a hut are in evidence today.  
 
This news sent me back to investigate the archive. Yes, Alexander Weatherhead did have a son, 
also named Alex. Born in 1837 he was the eldest son of Weatherhead snr and his wife 
Margaret.419 He lived to 61 years of age and died in Bombala in 1898 with no marriage recorded 
and no named offspring.420 Was this James Brindle’s father? James was born in 1856, the year 
Alex turned 19. If Alex jnr. had left Nungatta to pursue a relationship with an Aboriginal woman 
and take responsibility for the child, possibly thumbing his nose at his cattle farming father in the 
process, then the story of the boy’s origins shifted from frontier malevolence to frontier romance; 
young people mutually at the edge of their respective cultural worlds, making a new life and a 
new lineage. That of course also made James Brindle the eldest son of the eldest son and if 
                                                
419 NSW BDM Index, V1837727 47/1837 
420 NSW BDM Index, 13100/1898 
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paternity was acknowledged, the heir to Nungatta station. Suddenly the pieces of this story 
collided with a force. No wonder Alex snr had demanded the child be given another name; he 
was the successor to the station, in more ways than one. The hints in the story of a genuine cross-
cultural relationship are born out in the Brindle family, with James growing up to name his own 
son Alex as was the Weatherhead tradition – Alex the blacktracker from Cooma and Deanna’s 
grandfather. Such a tribute hints at a longer term association between James and his father Alex; 
perhaps the ‘unmarried’ Weatherhead stayed in the Bombala area to pursue a relationship with 
his common-law wife, maybe even meeting his grandson born 10 years before his death and who 
lived, after all, just a few miles from Bombala on the Delegate Reserve.421  
Story	  map	  
As these pieces of family history, local history, archival history and gossip swirled through the 
landscape, a discussion I had been privy to regarding the Aboriginal Places Register came to 
mind. The conversation had centred on whether the Delegate Reserve should be the focus of an 
application to the Register or whether the wider landscape that took in Mt Delegate and the other 
significant sites in the region should be included. There was unanimous agreement that the 
Reserve could not be separated from its context. It sat in direct reference to Mt Delegate, which 
was related to a site at Cooma, and in relationship to the entirety of the Delegate River. The 
routes of travel similarly lead to, from, around and through the Reserve, positioning the 10 acres 
of the old campground as a node of activity, not an isolated place of memory. 
 
The evolution in thinking among heritage professionals about complex cultural associations in 
landscapes has been well documented over the past decade as new ideas about the interplay 
between the tangible and intangible have found form.422 This literature has been particularly 
attuned to the ways in which material layers of the landscape which record human activity, 
“landscape as cultural artefact”, to use Isabel McBryde’s term,423 are unable to be separated from 
“the fact that landscapes are a record of history where memory, symbolism and signs of the past, 
                                                
421 For other studies of marriage between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people see Owen (2002); Grieves (2004) 
422 See McBryde (1997); Morphy (1995); Serageldin, Shluger et al. (2001) 
423 McBryde (2000):155 
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as well as tangible physical remains, are held.”424 McBryde traces these interests to the 1993 
nomination of the Pilgrim Route El Camino de Compostela for inscription on UNESCO’s World 
Heritage List. It was this moment, she suggests, that marked a significant shift in perceptions of 
cultural heritage, where the emphasis on the monumental, architectural or archaeological ‘site’ 
expanded to include “recognition of the social values of related places within a landscape.”425  
 
It is this thinking which informs the criteria for sites eligible to be registered as Aboriginal places 
in NSW, made manifest in a 2002 legislative amendment. Here the Minister for the Environment 
can declare an area to be an 'Aboriginal place' if he/she “believes that the place is or was of 
special significance to Aboriginal culture. An area can have spiritual, natural resource usage, 
historical, social, educational or other types of significance.”426 The Delegate Reserve site 
exemplifies exactly these qualities in its ability to hold memory and symbolism for the families 
who trace their lineages to the old Reserve dwellers. Its material characteristics as both pre-
contact camping ground and post-contact reserve, give form to the Ngarigo ancestors’ physical 
context. In that regard it is a place to visit at which the past can be imagined into the present. It 
also provides a heritage resource from which to draw new information, as demonstrated through 
the exploratory archaeological survey undertaken by the NPWS.427 Its most significant role 
however is as a place of belonging, a location to return to in conversation, in dreams and hopes 
for the future, and in longing for lost places. For the families who identify as ‘Delegate people’ it 
is home. 
 
To confine the story of the Ngarigo to the Delegate Reserve however would be to paint them 
back into the narrative margins from which they are struggling to emerge. Instead, the story of 
Alex Weatherhead, Emily Peters, Harry and Lizzie Bradshaw, the Rutherfords and most of all 
the Brindles of all generations could be used to tell the complex story of people in time and 
place. Their birth (and birthing) places, routes of travel, camping grounds, places of work and 
places of death, as well as their complex relationships with the wider Snowy-Monaro 
                                                
424 Lennon (1997), cited by McBryde (2000):155 
425 McBryde (2000):154  
426 National Parks and Wildlife Regulation, 2002, under the National Parks and Wildlife Act 1974  
427 Santo (2005) 
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community, draw a web of connections and interconnections through the landscape that shifts 
contemporary and historical understandings of the Ngarigo and their country. In this way, this 
dramatically beautiful mountain country might be seen as an ‘open air museum’, to borrow a 
Danish concept, where the associative linkages that sit within the material plane open into deep 
cultural and historical meanings, infusing a moribund dominant narrative with new energy and 
understanding. In such ways, the traditional museum, too, can be freed from a burden of missing 
history. 
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15. Appendix	  1	  
 
Linkage Project LP0455562 
A5 Project Summary 
'Indigenous Collectors and Collections' considers Indigenous people's contemporary roles in 
shaping private and public collections, and the influence of historical circumstances and ideas of 
communal ownership and responsibility. It therefore subverts the dominant emphasis upon 
Europeans as collectors and appropriators of indigenous objects. By considering Indigenous 
people as collectors, curators and presenters of beloved objects, this project will offer major new 
perspectives on Australian Indigenous history and museology. By exploring the power of 
material objects in cultural identity and historical consciousness, this project disrupts the 
stereotype of Indigenous people as purely 'museum victims'.  
 
E2 Aims and Background 
Aims 
The aims of this project are: 
• To investigate the material objects that Indigenous people collect, display and hold dear 
within their homes and communities, and to consider the personal, family and collective 
significance of these items. 
• To explore whether Indigenous people have used museum collections to rediscover 
aspects of their past, and how they have worked to reshape exhibitions of precious 
artifacts. 
• To consider the particular issues or problems faced by Indigenous collectors in heavily 
colonized parts of Australia, whose beloved possessions may be popularly defined as less 
authentic or valuable. 
• To consider how Indigenous people's contribution to state and private collections are 
shaped by ideas of communal ownership and responsibility. 
 
This research, focusing on the theme of Indigenous people as collectors and keepers of precious 
objects, both as private and communal custodians and also in collaboration with museums, 
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breaks new ground in its consideration of this aspect of Indigenous history-making. While the 
traditional role of museums in dispossessing and objectifying Indigenous people (often discussed 
by historians) is acknowledged here, this project shifts the focus to examine Indigenous agency 
and creativity in cherishing and displaying precious possessions and forming more constructive 
relationships with museums. The research aims to be of practical benefit in strengthening 
relationships between Indigenous communities and the NMA and ANU, and exploring 
approaches to Indigenous material culture which are sensitive, collaborative, thoughtful and 
innovative. The work will also be an important addition to existing historiography on Indigenous 
approaches to story-telling and history-making, the cultural and political history of collecting and 
collectors in Australia, and the role of museums in colonial and "post-colonial" societies.  
 
Background  
Since the mid 19th century, European collectors and museums have been intimately involved in 
the process of colonization in Australia. Their removal of Indigenous people's possessions (a 
process sometimes consensual, sometimes forcible) made traditional knowledge more difficult to 
pass on; their appropriation of human remains and secret/sacred objects caused pain to 
Indigenous people and reinforced their sense of dispossession; and Indigenous artifacts in 
museums were frequently displayed in a manner which objectified Indigenous societies and 
portrayed them as primitive and dying or extinct (Council of Australian Museum Associations 
1993; Simpson 1996; Griffin 1998; Casey 2001). While Aboriginal activists voiced these 
concerns from the 1970s onwards, it is only recently that significant changes have been made in 
museum policy and practice. The 1978 UNESCO regional seminar Preserving Indigenous 
Cultures: A New Role for Museums signalled a newly respectful and collaborative approach, 
which gradually (and not without conflict) began to be implemented in North America and New 
Zealand. Major changes occurred in Australia with the formation of Museums Australia and its 
1993 policy document Previous Possessions, New Obligations, which recognized Aboriginal 
rights over cultural property and voiced a commitment to cooperative partnerships. Such policies 
are now becoming evident within individual museums, including the NMA, which formally 
states its commitment to the ethical use of artifacts, repatriation of Indigenous secret/sacred 
objects and human remains, and building constructive relationships with Indigenous 
communities (NMA 2003).  
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These changes have been mirrored by growing academic interest in the politics of museums and 
collecting. Moira Simpson (1996) and Paul Tapsell, for example, have investigated some of the 
ways North American and Pacific museums have used displays of artifacts from ethnic 
minorities to convey a range of meanings about primitiveness, colonisation and national identity. 
They have also considered how minority groups have engaged with state museums on the staging 
of exhibits and created museums and cultural centres of their own. More broadly, historians 
throughout Australia, Europe and North America have debated the role of museums in both 
producing and challenging nationalist myths, objectifying and giving public voices to women 
and minority groups, imposing notions of "high culture" on the public and engaging with popular 
art and media, and preserving material objects in isolation from their "authentic" surroundings 
and placing them within historical narratives (Walsh 1992; Griffiths 1996; Moore 1997; Preziosi 
1996; Stell 2001; Thomas 2001). However, while this existing body of work has considered 
museums' treatment of cultural artifacts and the way that Indigenous peoples in North America 
and the Pacific have reshaped museum exhibits, the question of how Australian Indigenous 
people have engaged with museums (other than as opponents or victims of objectification) has 
yet to be fully addressed. 
 
A vital related topic is the cultural history of collecting. Here, Tom Griffiths' (1996) work is 
particularly significant, examining how white Australian collectors and antiquarians have 
produced particular myths about national identity, Aboriginal dispossession and Australians' 
relationship to their physical environment. Griffiths  has also examined how white Australians 
have thought about the collecting process itself, and the tensions that have existed between 
academic "experts" and enthusiastic amateurs. However, in this rich historical field, the question 
of how Indigenous people have responded to this white-dominated collecting process and 
launched collections of their own deserves more attention than it has so far received. 
 
These bodies of work provide a vital context for the proposed research project, which takes a 
new approach by going beyond an analysis of white Australian collecting and displaying of 
Indigenous objects, to consider Indigenous people's agency as collectors, curators and presenters 
of possessions which they hold dear.  
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E3 Significance and Innovation 
By questioning how Indigenous people have used material objects to express identities and 
maintain connections with the past, this project aims to disrupt the common stereotype of 
Indigenous people as simply non-materialistic and only interested in oral (spoken or sung) 
history. It also aims to invert the dominant image of collectors of material objects as European 
(usually male and financially well-off), and to ask how the collection and keeping of precious 
objects is affected by ideas of communal ownership and responsibility. These questions are 
relevant to collections kept in state museums, community centres and people's living rooms. 
They apply not only to communities where "pre-colonial" cultures remain strong, but also to 
urban Aboriginal people, whose valued possessions may be defined by outsiders as less 
authentic, less important, not "really" Aboriginal. The question of how material histories can be 
maintained and created in the face of massive colonial onslaught deserves serious exploration. 
 
This topic is a timely one for a number of reasons. It has only been within the last two decades 
that serious academic discussion has begun internationally about relationships between 
Indigenous people, collectors and museums, the role of museums in the construction of national 
identities, and the question of what constitutes "important" or "historical" artifacts and how they 
should be displayed. In Australia, it was usually not until the 1990s that major developments 
occurred in Indigenous people's involvement with museums, not just as opponents or external 
advisors but also as organizers, curators, guides and collectors. Their impact in these roles has so 
far received little detailed academic consideration, aside from early debates over the issues of 
repatriation of ancestral remains. The further topic of how Indigenous people collect, hold and 
display precious objects outside of the state museum system – including within their own homes 
– has attracted even less academic attention, despite its relevance to discussions of Indigenous 
history-making and Australian antiquarian movements. We believe it is essential that such 
research be conducted now, at a time when the role of Indigenous history within Australian 
identity has become so contested, and when the question of what place Indigenous exhibits 
should occupy within museums – particularly the NMA – has been the topic of so much public 
debate. Given the restructuring of some NMA exhibitions and the creation of new ones in line 
with the Review of Exhibitions and programs released in July 2003, we feel that this is a 
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particularly appropriate time for this project – with its contributions to Indigenous exhibitions 
and history-making – to be conducted.  
 
This project, based on primary research in Indigenous communities, will represent a substantial 
contribution to knowledge in the areas of Indigenous history, museology and the history of 
collecting. As a doctoral thesis, it will necessarily be limited in scope – a comprehensive national 
survey of Indigenous collectors would not be feasible, … but the insights developed will open up 
future fields for research. We anticipate that articles flowing from this project will be of 
considerable theoretical and applied relevance to individuals and bodies concerned with 
Indigenous material culture and the future of museums in colonised countries. 
 
This research will extend understanding of Indigenous collecting in a number of ways. The 
question of how museums, with their history of appropriating and objectifying Indigenous 
history, might now assist to reconnect Indigenous communities with lost aspects of their past, 
deserves closer attention. This issue was touched on by Griffiths (1996) at the conclusion of his 
history of white Australian collectors, when he considered how Victorian Indigenous women had 
recently used the state museum's "artifacts of a dying race" to rekindle traditional craft skills and 
make statements about a vital, ongoing culture. NMA Director Dawn Casey also cited this as a 
potential benefit of contemporary museums – "The givers are now becoming the recipients, as 
Indigenous people discover just how much of their cultural heritage lies within museum walls 
and seek ways to benefit from those old collections" (Casey, 2001). The question of what sort of 
benefits Indigenous visitors and participants can find in museums deserves further analysis.  
 
So, too, does the role of Indigenous people in collecting, storing and displaying objects in 
museums. Museums have often been criticised for taking objects out of people's lived daily 
experiences and fetishising them as isolated relics and/or placing them within narratives of 
"state-sanctioned evolutionary history" (Preziosi 1996. Also Walsh 1992; Thomas, 2001) The 
question of how Indigenous people have negotiated the "white spaces" (Neale 1998) of galleries 
and museums to successfully display objects dear to them, whilst acknowledging the cultural and 
environmental differences that shape their lives and work, has not received so much attention. 
Simpson and Tapsell have considered this question in relation to North America and New 
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Zealand, but more sustained Australian work on the topic is needed. Furthermore, discussion of 
how Indigenous people display artifacts must go beyond the issue of which objects are 
acceptable for public viewing, to consider how objects endowed with meaning and power can 
work to construct histories and convey ideas about personal and collective identity.  
 
This is true not only of artifacts displayed to the public in state museums, but also those treasured 
in more private settings. In some ways, this project's attention to private and community 
collections represents its greatest departure from exiting historiography. By considering how 
Indigenous people regard objects which are not for display to a general (predominantly white) 
audience, but which are kept and shown in ways which prioritise personal, family and local 
sensibilities, the project will uncover a much greater range of views about what constitutes 
valuable possessions and how they should be treated. This aspect of the project also presents 
perhaps the strongest challenge to the stereotype of Indigenous people supposedly possessing no 
material history or interest in belongings, by exploring the private emotional significance of 
cherished objects. 
 
This new attention to material history is also evident in the methodologies to be used in this 
project, which include interviews with Indigenous collectors, photography of artifacts and 
compilation of a database to organize this inventory of objects. While oral interviewing is a 
technique of growing importance and sophistication within both Indigenous and general history-
writing, the simultaneous photographing and cataloguing of material is less common. Diane Bell 
(1987) has explored how photographs and descriptions of everyday objects can be interwoven 
with stories of (multicultural but mostly white) women's lives to create more visual and 
immediate histories, but this is a technique rarely adopted by scholars of Indigenous history. 
Within academia, Indigenous material objects have long been considered the domain of 
anthropologists and archaeologists, but we believe that a historical approach locating precious 
objects within local and national histories of colonialism, survival, collection and museology, 
will offer innovative new perspectives.  
 
E4 Training and Approach 
Approach 
257 
(Excerpt) 
Key questions which might guide the project include: 
• What kinds of items have Indigenous people collected in their homes and communities? 
To whom are these objects displayed? What personal, family and collective significance 
do the objects have? 
• How have Indigenous people used museum collections to rediscover aspects of their 
personal and collective pasts? 
• How have Indigenous people in charge of museum exhibitions negotiated the "white 
spaces" of museums to appropriately display items? What sort of stories about history 
and identity do their exhibitions tell?  
• In selecting objects for public display, how do individuals and communities use material 
items to convey particular images of themselves? For example, how do famous 
Indigenous people engage with their existing public profiles? 
• What particular issues or problems are faced by Indigenous collectors in heavily 
colonised parts of Australia – are their beloved objects defined as less authentic, less 
interesting, less "Aboriginal"? 
• How are Indigenous people's contributions to state and private collections shaped by 
ideas of communal ownership and responsibility? 
 
E6 National Benefit 
(Excerpt) 
For audiences interested in museology, the findings [of this research] will suggest new ways of 
thinking about Indigenous approaches to collecting and involvement in shaping Australian 
museums. The project will also disrupt a number of common stereotypes about Indigenous 
approaches to history. These include the notions that Indigenous people are utterly non-
materialistic and interested only in oral history, that Indigenous communities in heavily 
colonised parts of Australia have no precious objects or material histories to pass on, and that the 
collecting, keeping and displaying of valuable artifacts is a European prerogative. This project 
aims to promote a better general understanding of the varied and complex ways in which 
Indigenous people cherish and use valuable artifacts, particularly in relation to identity and 
history-making. It will also provide a more inclusive and complex examination of the history of 
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Australian collectors, a history previously dominated by European perspectives. Thus, previously 
neglected areas of cross-cultural history will be illuminated. 
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